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      DR. PETER LIN

      It wrapped around his ankle slowly, steadily. It would've been lovingly if it had been a woman, only he knew it wasn't. He tried to look down, but his eyes would not go that way. He tried to reach, but his arms would not move. He tried to scream, but his voice failed him. The air in his lungs felt like it was being squeezed from him, steadily, like a slow leak in a balloon. Now up his calf it went, and soon it was tight around his knee. From the depths of his soul, a blood-curdling scream rose, but nothing audible escaped his lips. It continued climbing, moving higher and higher. It was reaching for his throat but taking its time.

      And that's when he heard it: a low hiss, long and drawn out, quiet at first, building to a shrill screech.

      "Peter," the thing called to him.

      How did it know his name? He moved then, but not of his own accord. Something pressed his shoulder.

      "Peter," the voice came again, and that's when his eyes snapped open.

      He almost struck the face hovering in front of him, smiling.

      "You fell asleep," his coworker said.

      "What? I—oh, the tea."

      The kettle was screaming at him. That had been the source of the hiss, not the monster in his dreams. He pulled the kettle off the fire and set it on the log that now served as a chair.

      Jian took the chair next to him and unwrapped his tin foil breakfast: rice, beans, and a bit of scrambled eggs.

      "I wish we could have real food," the man said, grabbing a fork from the Ziploc bag and taking a tentative bite. He winced. "Not this Styrofoam."

      "That is real food," Peter Lin said, grabbing his own package of tin foil and unwrapping it. Someone had seen fit to include a bit of charred plantain. At first, Peter had despised the fruit, but he’d soon learned to love the burnt sugar on the outside and the sweetness on the inside. The flavors perfectly complemented the rest of Costa Rica’s native cuisine. "Mmm, mm. Dig in."

      "You wouldn't know real food if it hit on you from a barstool,” Jian said, even though he was almost through with his eggs. “You know, you'd think they'd let my mother send us something." He muttered something in Mandarin. The language was forbidden in their new home, but there was no one else around to hear it. It was just the two of them on the early shift.

      "I wouldn't attempt to ask," Peter said.

      He liked Costa Rica. He liked the people. And he didn't hate the work. Sure, there was plenty of backbreaking labor, but the locals never complained, so why should he?

      Today he was supervising in the fields. The workers were planting a new crop that he had invented. He had high hopes for a plentiful yield. Last season had fallen below his expectations, but his superiors had seemed pleased nonetheless, and that was good.

      He forked a bit of rice, beans, and eggs, capping the mini feast with a nub of plantain. He popped the bit in his mouth and savored the taste. Yep, the locals had their food down here.

      "You should speak more Spanish," he said in Spanish.

      Jian looked at him, grinned, and spouted out all the Spanish expletives he'd learned in the previous months. He was new. It was his first season, and he was here to learn under Dr. Lin.

      Peter's coworker paused to examine his meal. He carefully extracted a mosquito and held the thing up for personal inspection. Grimacing, he tossed it into the fire, where it met a quick death. "Why don't we live in one of the nice houses?"

      "You'll get used to it," Peter said.

      "Used to what? The mosquitoes or the heat?"

      Peter chuckled. "You never get used to the mosquitoes. But the heat?" He shrugged.

      "What does that mean?"

      "What?"

      "That shrug."

      "The shrug is a shrug. Heat doesn’t bother me. And it shouldn't bother you either.”

      The other man went back to poking around his foil. "So, what were you dreaming about?"

      Peter froze for a moment, then ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth. "You don’t need to know."

      Jian stared. "I didn't mean to offend you, Dr. Lin. I'm just—"

      "I know," Peter said. "Don’t worry about it. It was nothing."

      He was seized by the sudden urge to get back to his work. His other work, the thinking kind. He indulged in this fantasy often, pretending that a gifted biologist was all he was and nothing else, conducting imaginary interviews with newsmen following his Nobel Prize acceptance speech . . . One day.

      But reality was the wall he eventually slammed into face-first. Peter could not escape who he was or where he'd been, or worse, what he was hiding.

      What they would do to him if they only knew . . .

      He shook off the thought and finished his breakfast. Now it was time for tea, the one Chinese tradition they’d been allowed to keep since coming to Costa Rica. Before he'd gotten used to the food, he'd made a habit of waiting until the end of the meal before pouring the tea, treating it like a reward. But eventually, routine had won over his strategic comforts. Now, when the tea was ready, he enjoyed it right away.

      As he drank, he thought about what the future held. He needed to keep up his strength in every way imaginable. So, he would have to hydrate more. And he would have to eat more. And he would have to sleep more, even if that meant taking the sleep medication. He knew the clinic would prescribe it with no questions asked. It wouldn't do well for his work if he were to become lazy or misplace even one of the many details in his head.

      Because for a man spying against the Chinese government, the details were what mattered.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      ARMANDO

      He had often prayed for the day that the men with the strange accents would stop coming.

      They smiled and nodded like normal men. They spoke Spanish as best they could. They even brought treats for him and gifts for the village elder. But Armando knew that they frightened his mother. And on the nights they visited, he would ask if he could stick around. Maybe one night she'd allow him. But it was always the same routine: a stern yet loving look and a command to go out and play until she called him back in.

      And then she'd go about setting the kitchen table, putting out an assortment of precious, though mismatched, glassware. Armando was never allowed to touch them. He had his own cracked earthenware mug to drink from and he was to be thankful for it. But here these foreigners were, allowed to get their mitts all over the good stuff. Once, he'd had the nerve to complain, which had earned him a stern hush and a guilt trip. Did he know other children had nothing?

      She always acted grateful for the company, but she couldn't fool him. Not since the night when he’d thought La Cegua was braying outside his window. He’d crawled on all fours into her bedroom, not making a sound. She'd have been furious with him if he’d climbed into bed next to her, so he’d done the next best thing and curled up on the floor, hoping to be comforted by the rhythm of maternal breath.

      "Lord," she’d whispered, "dear Father in heaven, please make the Chinese go away. Shield my son from their deeds, oh Lord. My God, my dear Father, never let him know what I have done."

      Most of the time, Armando was on his own when he wasn't being educated twice a week at the local school. He enjoyed school, and he enjoyed learning, and most of all, he enjoyed the free food.

      Even though there was no male breadwinner in the family—he'd never met his father—Armando didn't see him and his mother as being poor. Everyone he knew was like them, except for the fact that some might not have had a single mug to their name, according to his mother.

      But these strangers, these Chinese, dressed differently, and they smelled like flowers and spice. And the gold chain around the village elder's neck was a constant reminder of their wealth. Maybe one day, Armando would be an elder and have a gold chain of his own.

      "Go to Irma's house," his mother ordered as she ushered the two Chinese men inside.

      He was about to protest, but he saw the command in his mother's eyes.

      Or was it fear?

      "Yes, Mama," he said, even though the last thing he wanted was to spend a night with Irma.

      The old bat was nasty and liked to hit him with a wooden spoon for the least offense. It was said that Irma had once had her own children. They'd either gone off to live somewhere else or died. Armando often suspected they’d been murdered. Death by wooden spoon. Whatever the case, they’d left behind a cruel woman who liked to take her anger out on the village children. Armando didn't know why his mother was sending him to her.

      He pretended to walk away, then stopped out of maternal sight and considered his options, thinking maybe he would go down to play in the dried-up fountain in the center of the village. But it was going to be dark soon. And if los duendes—the tiny wandering goblins who preyed on children—were out and about, he'd fare better by lingering close to home.

      He settled into a little nook next to a palm tree and let his imagination run its course. He closed his eyes, and suddenly he was straddled on a dolphin, complete with reins and a saddle. He rode the thing, clutching tightly as it breached the surface and went under again, breached and went under, until at last he reached a magnificent ship. He hopped off the dolphin's back and scrabbled up the high mast like a chimp, and when he was finally at the top, he screamed at the top of his lungs just to hear his voice. Then he stepped off the mast and sprouted wings. Down he went in a peaceful, spiraling glide.

      All this he did in silence, smiling at the fantasy. When he opened his eyes, evening had arrived.

      He blinked two times. There was an inky darkness near his home. Darker than the night; darker than the moon and the stars overhead would allow.

      Armando watched in wonder and horror as the darkness, deep and impenetrable, spread up the path toward the house. He heard laughter from inside his home, the clanking of glasses, but there were no windows, so he could not see inside. The wooden door that creaked in the morning was shut and only a couple rays of light poked through. The darkness touched the house and wrapped itself around, enveloping away the light. Soon the entire house was covered.

      Armando was frozen to the spot. He knew what this was. He'd heard the legends from the elder himself. He began a prayer.

      The first scream made him jump. It was a screech of death. It made him pray faster. He wanted to shut his eyes to the impenetrable darkness but could not resist gazing into it.

      A hand emerged. Then a face, and then a foot. It was one of the Chinese strangers who’d come to visit his mother. The man was screaming, his face twisted in fear. He struggled against the darkness, gasping for air amidst his sobbing screams. A second hand, this one blacker than the night, reached from the shadows. It gripped the stranger by the throat and pulled him into the darkness. But it was no hand. It was the mist itself that had reached out and grabbed him. Then the screaming was over and there was only silence. The darkness drifted away.

      Armando finished his prayer, even though he didn't really know what he had prayed about. He crept back to the house, expecting to see ruin in the wake of the darkness, but all appeared normal outside.

      "Mama?"

      There was no answer. Maybe his prayers hadn't worked. He opened the door cautiously and peeked inside. It was then that he saw the blood. And in addition, the overturned table, the broken glasses . . .

      "Mama?" he said again, his voice squeaky with trepidation.

      His mother appeared then, a broom in hand. "Come, help me clean up. Come on. Don't lag."

      "But Mama, the men."

      She fixed him with a gaze that he could not break. "You will speak nothing of them ever. Do you understand?"

      He nodded without understanding why he was nodding. She'd never spoken to him this way. He helped her right the table and sweep up the shards of her precious glassware. Strange how calm and steady she was, not the least bit upset over the glass. This calmness was something he could hardly remember ever seeing in her. She'd always been so jumpy.

      "Mama, are you okay?"

      She took him by the hands and looked into his eyes. "Armando, I want you to remember this. Prayers do work. Our Lord and Savior is listening. He sent the black mist to save us."

      Then she reached into the waistband of her skirt and pulled out something he'd never seen before: a stack of money so thick that it made Armando's eyes bulge.

      "Shhh," his mother said. "Go to your room and pack your things. You're going to meet my sister soon."

      "Your sister?"

      She smiled. "That's right, you have an aunt."

      When was the last time she had smiled? He couldn't remember. It was both painful and lovely to look at.

      "Go pack your things," she said. "We leave before dawn."

      She was true to her word. They left the next morning.

      And the black mist moved on to answer another woman's prayers.

    

  







            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    




      DR. PETER LIN

      He sipped his ice water as he sat in the corner booth watching the tourists enjoy themselves. Rounds of spiked, sugary drinks were raised in the air. Someone turned up the music, a weird techno-reggae hybrid that he didn't recognize. At least no one was looking at him. He was dressed like a tourist, sporting a loose, button-down shirt; shorts; and a pair of well-worn flip-flops.

      He'd already been seated for thirty minutes when the man he was waiting for arrived. The tardiness did not enthuse Dr. Peter Lin.

      "Hey, what do you say, Doc?" The American spread his arms wide and came in for a hug.

      Peter suppressed a grimace, having detected a morning full of alcohol in the hug.

      "Come on," Prescott said, "let’s get us a coupla brew dogs."

      Peter nodded and sat back down.

      "Waiter!" Prescott smiled and looked at Peter. "They hate that here." He snapped his fingers. The server appeared. "Two of your finest hoppy beverages for me and my buddy here, righty-o?"

      Two beers indeed.

      Every meeting was the same: Prescott ordered for the two of them. Peter never drank his. Prescott would then empty his bottle and swap the two like shells in a confidence game. Sometimes when the American was feeling particularly verbose, there would be two rounds. On one awful day, there'd been three.

      "You're late again," Peter said once the beers arrived.

      Prescott guzzled half the bottle, set it down, and burped. "What, are you new here, Doc? You know how things are around here. Traffic, getting stuck behind a herd of mules. Hell, I've had three popped tires in the last month."

      Peter doubted it. Once, he’d wondered if his handler really was an idiot. To find out, he’d followed Prescott. It hadn’t been difficult; the American had led him straight to a villa within a gated community. Peter had then paid a young boy to watch the house and report back to him exactly who came and went. The report had been unsurprising: Prescott rarely left, and when he did, it was only to resupply his liquor cabinet. What did come and go were scores of pretty girls. Not prostitutes, just pretty girls. Mostly fair-skinned foreigners. The boy's report had made it excruciatingly clear that Jeffrey Prescott was living a playboy lifestyle on the CIA's dime.

      "So tell me," he said, licking a trickle of beer from the side of the bottle’s neck, "you hear anything about this voodoo going on? Something about a fog?" He chuckled. "All mumbo jumbo, if you ask me. But I was just wondering."

      Prescott's eyes were focused on a spot just over his contact's shoulder. Peter turned to see a bevy of co-eds at the bar. He turned back just in time to catch Prescott raising his glass to them.

      "What I wouldn't give to have that on a cracker."

      "Mr. Prescott, please, I don't have much time."

      Now Prescott looked at him. "You look tired, Doc. You've been getting enough sleep?"

      "Enough," Peter said. "Really, we must keep this short. There's work to do, and they’re expecting me."

      He had to be careful. He’d pushed too far before, and he knew that Prescott liked to assert his dominance.

      "It'll be quick. I promise," Prescott said.

      He switched his empty beer bottle for the full one in front of Peter.

      "Anything new to report?" Prescott asked.

      Peter could tell the man was in no frame of mind that was even close to caring. He wondered if there were drugs mixed in with the booze.

      Whether it was the anger that had been building for months or the lack of sleep that made his next words come out, Peter didn't know, but he gritted his teeth and spoke in measured tones as he said, "May I ask a question? Is it the CIA's policy to be drunk before noon?"

      Prescott's eyes snapped back, cold now as he tapped a steady finger on the tabletop. "I think it might be best if you remember who you fucking work for, Dr. Lin. And maybe remember as well that you wouldn’t want your bosses to know that my bosses even exist." And then the smile that probably charmed the panties off countless co-eds returned. "Now, anything new to report?"

      There were so many questions that Peter wanted to ask—why he was here and why the Americans even cared anymore being two of them. Officially, Costa Rica was a staunch ally of the United States. The small nation sat at the bottleneck between Latin and South America and received a ton of money in aid for combating the drug trade.

      But the Chinese were the real prize, and Peter knew it. The drugs were merely a distraction. As long as the people in power—like Prescott and his pals—continued to indulge, there would always be a steady supply of whatever illicit material was in current high demand.

      Peter told Prescott what he knew, which wasn't much, at least not for the record. Prescott nodded along, and Peter wondered if the words even hit his brain.

      If Prescott had been a real operator, Peter would've told him everything: his fears, his suspicions, and most recently, what he'd seen.

      What he suspected was happening was a big deal. A very big deal, indeed, and the who’s who in Washington needed to hear it. Just not from pretty-boy Prescott.

    

  







            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    




      GENERAL HU

      General Marty Hu started his morning with the usual beach walk—seven miles barefoot—followed by a one-mile swim that left his body tingling with adrenaline. When he returned, a breakfast of tropical fruit was waiting for him. A world traveler, Marty preferred international delicacies to his native Chinese. To him, the meals made by his mother and grandmother were reminders of the past, and he was a man of the future.

      He finished his bowl of fruit, saving the pineapple for last, and refilled his coffee—strong and black. He'd picked up the habit during his time in the United States as a student at Berkeley, where he’d advanced from dorm sludge to Starbucks to single-origin Yirgacheffe, slow-poured by nerdy baristas in the local coffee joint.

      "Good morning, General . . ."

      Marty looked up to see Jimmy, his valet, smiling with subservient eagerness.

      "Good morning," Marty returned with a nod.

      "I trust the fruit was to your liking?"

      "Very much so."

      "And the coffee?"

      "Fine."

      "Very good, sir. You know, if there's ever any problem with any of it—"

      Marty held up his hand. "I can just tell you and you'll tell the cook. I know. You've got the job, Jimmy."

      "Yes, sir," Jimmy said, sufficiently cowed but still smiling.

      Marty rose. "I'm leaving for the plantation. Thank the cook for me, will you?"

      "Yes, sir. Anything I can put right for you before you leave?"

      "Nothing at all," the general said, tossing the words behind him.

      He walked down to the boat launch for the quick trip to the mainland. Once aboard, he did not look back at his private island. He knew it would still be there upon his return.

      When he arrived at the plantation, security guards and cleaning crews stiffened their backs and squared their shoulders. He could almost hear jaws tightening, locking up any and all complaints. He smiled at them all, waving like a benevolent tyrant.

      A prolific reader, Marty read everything from Dostoyevsky to the Harvard Business Review. One of his latest reads, a recent report on the choked supply of coffee, was running through his mind when he saw a familiar face in the distance.

      "Peter!"

      Dr. Peter Lin snapped to, just like all the others. He looked scared out of his wits.

      "How are you this afternoon, Peter?"

      "Fine, General, just fine."

      He stepped closer and whispered, "It's Marty, remember? I'm still that dorky college roommate you were always embarrassed to be seen with."

      "I'm sorry, Marty," Peter said. "It's been a long morning."

      "Problems in the fields?"

      "Three of my workers were attacked by crocodiles. We think one might lose his leg."

      "It's nothing to worry about. We can find more."

      The biologist shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throat. "I suppose it's good to support the local economy by hiring native."

      "That's the spirit," Marty said. "And how about your projections? How will this little hiccup with the crocodiles affect this year's yield?"

      Peter shook his head. "It won't. I promise."

      Marty knew that Peter Lin was good to his word. One of the premier biologists in the world, Peter had carved a niche in crop modification. He was an expert at manipulating plant DNA, and he had a knack for finding the right growing environments, picking the perfect planting dates, and designing ideal irrigation. Peter was an all-around expert—and Marty’s shining achievement.

      Marty cocked his head. "You know, we should have dinner together. Tonight."

      "I'm afraid I'm busy. How about I give you a call to plan something later?"

      "Very well," Marty said, trying to mask his disappointment. His dinners were lonely affairs. He could easily find someone else to join him tonight, but local politicians and businessmen were no match for a good friend. With Peter, there was the shared nostalgia of snack-fueled study sessions, a joint or two, plots to score booze, and venting over girl problems. And Back to the Future. Although for some reason, Peter preferred Back to the Future Part II to the original—a fact which continued to perplex Marty to no end.

      With a smile, Peter bowed and walked off to continue his work.

      Marty watched him. There was something strange going on with his old friend. Perhaps he would discover what it was when they had dinner. For now, there was work to be done. Perhaps he would even visit the poor man who'd lost his leg. After all, that's what a good billionaire and a benevolent dictator would do. He headed to the small single-floor structure that served as the local hospital. On his way, he waved, shook hands, and patted backs like the respected businessman he wanted the world to see. Pitiful, really, how easy it was to deceive.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      The last thing he wanted was to spend time with Marty Hu. Yes, they'd been friends, and yes, they were colleagues. But personality-wise, they were as different as two people could be from one another. Just the thought of Marty made Peter’s hands shake. He didn't know how he'd kept it together. The greeting had more than surprised him; it had nearly given him a heart attack. Ever since his meeting with Jeffrey Prescott, his nerves had been more on edge than he would have liked.

      While Marty had fond memories of their time at Berkeley, Peter wished he’d never met the man. A pimple-faced newcomer to the United States who’d cried in bed that first week at school, Marty Hu had seemed so innocent. Out of kindness, Peter had taken him under his wing, and for a time, they’d been close. Until one night during their last semester before graduating, when they'd had a little bit too much to drink.

      Marty, as was his custom, had indulged more than Peter. By then, Peter had become known as a popular student with a crazy sidekick: Marty, the resident party animal. That night, Marty had let the truth of his ambitions slip.

      "What do you know of strife?" he’d slurred. "You grew up coddled."

      "I hate to break it to you, but my parents were plenty tough on me."

      "Boo-hoo. So your dad made you mow the lawn. My family was dirt poor. Beyond dirt poor. They still are." He’d smiled and held up a scrawny finger. "Ah, but I am going to change all that. Yes, Marty ‘McFly’ Hu is gonna change the past."

      Peter had smiled, playing along. "Alright, how so?"

      "How so what?"

      "How are you going to change the past? The flux capacitor?"

      Pursing his lips, Marty had shaken his head.

      "Then how is a PhD in literature going to change the past?"

      "I'm going to make everyone pay."

      Coming from anyone else, it would have provoked alarm bells. But Marty Hu? Peter had heard plenty of drunken Napoleonic aspirations from his friend, all of which had been forgotten by the next morning. "That makes absolutely no sense."

      But Marty had grabbed his arm, his expression turning earnest. "We should do it together. Make them pay."

      "You're drunk, Marty."

      "I'm serious. We can be big shots."

      "We will be. You'll be hobnobbing with the literati, and I'll be in Oslo receiving my prize."

      Marty had shaken his head and continued to hold on to his friend's arm. "They will pay, you know. They paid for me to come here. I told them I would learn how to be an American, so they paid me to do it. It’s that simple. You can make them pay and they will pay."

      "Marty, what the hell are you babbling about?"

      Marty had put a finger to his lips, then whispered, "The government."

      "What? The Chinese government?"

      He’d nodded. "Mm-hmm."

      "To do . . . what?"

      "To spy."

      Peter had chuckled. "How about I get us two more drinks and then tell you why Back to the Future Part II is so much better than the first movie?"

      "No, you have to listen to me. You can do it too, you know. Think about everything we've learned here. America is breaking. You hear what they say." He pointed toward the window. "There's a spirit of anarchy out there. People are fed up. This is our time, Peter, don't you see?" He'd made another grab for Peter's arm but missed, knocking over a half-full beer bottle. "Awww, man. Better make mine coffee."

      "Coffee it is."

      The conversation had then shifted to whether Doc and McFly could have stopped Jennifer from meeting her future self. Both students had passed out before the coffee was even half finished.

      The next morning, Peter had awoken to an empty dorm room. He hadn’t seen his friend that day or the day after that. When Marty finally reappeared, he’d approached Peter in the square, his expression dour, and given him an ultimatum.

      And on that day, the fates of Marty Hu and Peter Lin became latched together forever.

    

  







            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    




      PAULINO

      He wrapped his arms around his younger brother and sister. Though only six, he had taken it upon himself to be responsible for them.

      "It's okay. It's going to be okay," he whispered.

      His four-year-old sister was shaking. His three-year-old brother, born with Down syndrome, caressed her hair, all the while eyeing Paulino, his hero, for approval.

      "Go to sleep," Paulino told the girl. "God will take care of us."

      "How do you know?" his sister said. "Have you ever seen God?"

      Paulino repeated something that he'd heard at church: "God is all around us, and if He wants you to see Him, it will happen."

      "That doesn't make sense."

      "Shhh," Paulino said. "Don't ask any more questions. Just trust me. I know what I'm talking about."

      Ugly sounds came from the next room. His sister tensed in his arms. Paulino didn't know exactly what the sounds meant, but he did know that tomorrow his mother would frown a lot and not be able to walk as fast as she usually did. But at least there would be food. He thought he heard a muffled cry, but he ignored it. His mother had told him to pay no attention to any sounds.

      The muffled cry came again, then a sound like something falling to the floor.

      "What is it?" his sister whispered.

      "I don't know," Paulino said.

      They were under the covers in the corner. His mother's orders had been clear: do not come to the main room. This left them huddled in the only other room in the house.

      “There it is. I heard it again,” his sister said.

      The younger brother nodded.

      Paulino made a decision that his mother probably wouldn’t approve of, but he was six, and as the oldest, he had to take charge.

      "Stay here."

      "No, I want to go with you," his sister said.

      His brother clung on to his waist.

      "It'll be okay. I promise. Here." He lifted his brother's arms and wrapped them around his sister. "Hold on to one another. I'll be back. I promise."

      "But what if you don't?" his sister said.

      "I promise I'll be back. God said so."

      The little white lie wouldn't hurt. In the past, he'd found that it helped appease his sister, convinced her when she needed convincing. He crawled out from under the covers and settled them back over his siblings as carefully as he could, praying that the rustling of the stiff fabric wouldn’t give him away. The floor was concrete, and he was barefoot. He was a ghost.

      The first thing he noticed was the smell, which choked the air in his throat. He took one step and then another, careful not to make a sound—both to listen and to avoid being seen. When he got to the next room, the smell was even more powerful. His heart raced. He'd never smelled a dead person, but he'd once found a dead dog. He had never forgotten the smell. Maybe this is what a dead human smelled like.

      God, please don't let it be Mama.

      He found his mother sitting in a chair, crying and looking around as if trying to find the source of her misery. She was clutching a handkerchief with both hands in her lap, her grip tight.

      He ran to her. "Mama, what happened?"

      She wrapped her arms around him, and the handkerchief crinkled. She hugged him with clenched fists pressed to his back. When she pulled away, he realized it was not a handkerchief but wads of crumpled money. He knew about American money, and he knew what a hundred dollars was; there were quite a few American hundreds in her hand.

      "What happened?" he asked again, heart still thumping.

      "The black mist," she whispered. "It saved us." She looked at him. "We should say a prayer of thanks. Where are your brother and sister?"

      "In the bedroom," Paulino said. "I've been keeping them safe."

      She put the money on the table and wrapped him in her arms once more. "Little one, I made you grow up too soon." Fresh tears came then. She stiffened and pulled away. "We have to leave. Help me pack our things."

      "But why?"

      She stood up from the chair and took the money with her. "Do what I say. Pack what you can in ten minutes. Then we leave."

      "But it's night."

      "Paulino, listen to me." She was smiling now, radiant even. "We'll find a new life. I promise. God has sent the black mist. He has given us the chance. Go!"

      She disappeared into the bedroom. Paulino couldn't believe what he'd heard, so he did what any curious boy of six would do: he went to the front door, opened it, looked all around, and walked a few paces down toward the neighbor's house. That's when he saw it, the lingering mist, as black as a pit. He looked down at the ground, and there he saw two long scratch marks, like something had been dragged.

      For the rest of his life, every morning and night, Paulino said a prayer of gratitude that El Aliento de Dios, the black mist, had saved them.

      It wasn't a legend after all. It was real.

      God had delivered them from evil.
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      JEFFREY PRESCOTT

      He stretched out lazily, and it was only then he noticed that the Australian model he'd spent the night with was no longer there. He wondered what time she’d left. He'd been too wasted to notice. And what the hell was her name, anyway?

      He glanced over at his clock and moaned. He'd put off another report to go on his date, and now his Sunday would be spent clacking away at a keyboard. Why hadn’t the CIA come up with a better way to take notes? Weren't they the premier intelligence-gathering organization in the world? Well, from what Prescott had seen, he very much doubted it now. He was pretty sure the Americans had slipped well behind the Israelis, maybe the Russians and the Chinese too. It seemed like every person he met at the agency either had a stick up their ass or lips so tight you could barely get two words out of them.

      Fine. He'd take a dip in the pool, down a couple cups of coffee, and get to work. No sense pissing his boss off more than he already had. It was probably important to buckle down, even though this backwater country didn't really matter. In Prescott's opinion, Costa Rica would soon be overrun with drug lords and the Chinese. Why fight it? Wasn't the better fight in Europe where the Russians were making inroads?

      That's where he should be, in Berlin, Vienna, or maybe even Zurich. When he'd joined the agency, he'd had lofty dreams of sipping cocktails in the Alps, doing dead drops in Gorky Park, sleeping with the wives of billionaires . . . Yes, that's where he’d been going—where he was still going. A life of adventure, a life he deserved. He had some aspirations about climbing his way into politics, but there was plenty of time for that. Still in his twenties, his youth and vitality were barely tarnished.

      Prescott slipped on a pair of board shorts, staggering on one leg and almost falling over in the process. He caught himself on the edge of the bed and chuckled. Holy shit, I'm still drunk, he thought. A couple of shots of brandy in his coffee would help. Hair of the dog. He thanked God the headache hadn't hit yet, then cursed his churning gut for already deciding it wasn't going to be a team player.

      First things first: a dip in the pool, a few laps to wake up his body. Like back in the Yale days. Hard to believe that had only been four years ago. Maybe he'd bust out his signature butterfly. That made him smile. He looked great doing that. Maybe he'd stay off the booze for a while, really get back in shape. He could still outswim 99 percent of the world; why not make it a hundred?

      Yeah, he would lay off the booze for a bit. Pills gave him everything alcohol did anyway, and without the fuzzy tongue and bile-coated mouth in the morning. His self-improvement plan was halfway set by the time he strolled into the living room, images of athletic victory and beautiful bodies dancing in his head.

      "Good morning, Jeffrey."

      Prescott froze, his eyes falling on the man seated in his favorite chair, legs crossed. His first impulse was to lash out. It's what he'd done as a teenager, but he was a man now, a spy—or at least working to be a spy.

      But this man did not need to know that.

      "Morning, Dad," Prescott said as nonchalantly as he could, happy there was no trace of nervousness in the words. "Did Carmella get you breakfast yet?"

      "I had breakfast on the plane." Howard Prescott cleared his throat. "That was three hours ago."

      "You really should get some more rest, pops," Prescott said. "It is Sunday after all."

      "I see you're enjoying your life."

      Prescott glanced down at the beer bottles and ashtrays scattered about the living room.

      "In case you're wondering," his father said, "I gave everyone the morning off."

      "Like . . . the staff?"

      "The staff, housekeeping, security—"

      Prescott stepped forward. "Dad, you have no right—"

      "Don't tell me I don’t have the right to control what goes on in my own house."

      "You came to check up on me, didn't you?"

      "I came to visit my son."

      "Oh, how sweet."

      His father’s eyes narrowed, though his gaze remained steady. "I wanted to see how you were doing. And here I find you, throwing, what, frat parties?"

      "I'm not in college anymore, Dad."

      His father fingered a cigarette burn on the arm of the chair. "I'll believe that when I see evidence of it."

      The room fell silent, the air thick with unsaid words.

      Prescott shifted his weight, drawing his hands together behind his back. He lowered his head and nodded at the cigarette burn. "That's my fault."

      His father pursed his lips and considered. Prescott waited.

      "They gave you an apartment, no?"

      "Have you seen it? I put the key in the door and the window broke."

      "And so you chose my house to trash."

      Prescott’s ears heated. He clenched his fists. "No offense, Dad, but I'm a little busy, if you don't mind. Just hop on your plane and zoom off to whatever other meeting you have today. You can cross this one off the kanban board. Okay? Thanks for the visit."

      His father rose, and Prescott couldn't tell if there was disappointment in the old man's eyes. Not that he cared. There were never any hugs or handshakes.

      A man appeared from around the corner, and Prescott had the absurd thought that his father had brought an assassin.

      "The car's waiting, sir," the man said quietly.

      Tension that Prescott hadn’t realized he’d been carrying released. He glared at his father, and then the valet, who only nodded to him, a look of amusement on his face.

      The two men left the room, and once the front door closed, Jeffrey Prescott screamed at the top of his lungs.

      What if he heard that?

      Who cares?

      The pool laps could go screw themselves. He grabbed the half-full bottle of vodka sitting beside some piece of ashtray art someone had brought with them last night—maybe the French girl; he couldn't remember—and took a long pull. Work could wait.
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      HOWARD PRESCOTT

      Howard Prescott slipped into the back of the SUV and exhaled. He’d tried, he really had. By virtue of DNA, he’d bequeathed to his son so many talents that the world needed. But no, while Jeffrey Prescott had carried on his father's genes, he was ultimately his mother's son.

      "I have a question for you," he said to the driver, who, being a former member of the Secret Service, was also his security detail whenever he went overseas. "Does your outfit have any top-notch surveillance teams?"

      Bob put the car in gear. "As a matter of fact, we do."

      "Have I heard of them?"

      "Stokes Security International?"

      Howard screwed up his face. "Sounds like an investment corporation."

      The driver chuckled. "I assure you, Mr. Prescott, they are not."

      "How discreet can they be?"

      "As discreet as you want."

      "Very well. If you wouldn't mind placing the call? But I insist on the best team they have. Money is no object."

      "SSI only sends out the best, sir."

      "Well, I don’t doubt your judgment, Bob. What I mean is I want the A team, not the B team, if you catch my meaning."

      The man chuckled again. "Yes, sir, I understand. Can I ask what this surveillance is for? Just to give them an idea?"

      Howard breathed a deep sigh. "I need them to watch my son, Bob. He’s up to no good. I can feel it."

      At that, the driver's eyebrows rose. "Sir, if I may, you want this despite who your son works for?"

      "I want it precisely because of who he works for."

      "Understood. Yes, sir, I can make the call."

      "How soon do you think they could come?"

      "I'd say a couple days, maybe a week at the most. How urgent would you like me to tell them it is?"

      On that decision, Howard Prescott did not have to consider. "Tell them it's of the utmost urgency, and that I will forever be in their debt if they can help keep my son out of trouble."
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      CAL STOKES

      The dog barked as three horses trotted over to the white fence line.

      "Now, what did I tell you about barking at the horses? They're not oversized dogs," Cal Stokes said, reaching down and ruffling the German shorthaired pointer's head.

      Liberty gave him one bark in reply, then went over to touch noses with the first horse who dipped his head in salutation.

      "Well, good morning," Cal said, pulling a bag of carrots from his duffel bag.

      The three new additions to Camp Spartan's SSI headquarters in Arrington, Tennessee jockeyed for position to get the treats. Cal had purchased the animals after meeting his new friend, Jack Moses. A former Marine like Cal, Moses ran a place called Lone Peak Ranch in Montana. Cal had visited a couple of times, and on one of his horseback excursions with Jack and his wife, Sadie, Jack had suggested they should get some horses for Camp Spartan.

      When Cal had returned home and thrown the ridiculous idea on the headquarters table, he'd been surprised that everyone around the room, even the straight-faced Todd Dunn, had heartily agreed.

      At one month since the horses’ arrival, he was grateful for the effect of the large animals’ presence on Camp Spartan’s men and, more recently, handful of women—one of whom was coming up in every conversation he and the rest of the staff were having. Even the hardest-faced of SSI’s warriors, who typically reserved their jokes and smiles for only their closest friends, could often be found stroking the backs of the great beasts, kissing their noses, and basically reverting to children in their presence. To Cal Stokes, this was a good thing. His men and women needed decompression time more than anything.

      While Cal held no illusions that these horses would ride with them into battle—though, comically, they were being trained for that—he valued the horses for their ability to soothe the tense nerves of everyone at Camp Spartan. Even Neil Patel and his Bat Cave wunderkinds, who were more at home in underground computer labs than fresh air and greenery, came out to see and sometimes ride the horses.

      The sound of more hooves approaching caught everyone's attention. Cal looked up and his mouth spread wide in a grin. Loping their way over were three horses mounted by three very different men.

      In the lead was Daniel Briggs, the blond-ponytailed warrior monk, their Marine sniper extraordinaire. As expected, he looked perfectly at home atop the beast, even though he was a newbie to riding, just like the rest of them. But that was Daniel: good at everything, cross at no one.

      Behind him rode Master Sergeant Willy “Top” Trent. At nearly seven feet tall and with perfect riding posture, the black man had the look of a stately giant as he glided his way through the air. Cal could see a proud smile in the man's eyes. The horse he was riding was as huge as he was, with great hooves that pounded the earth.

      Finally, taking up the rear was Gaucho. His hands were clutched tight on the reins, heels stiff as they pressed hard for traction in the stirrups, dual-braided beard flapping to one side. Cal couldn't help but chuckle at the sight. At nearly half Top's size and looking very much ill at ease in the saddle, Gaucho cut a comical figure indeed.

      The first two came to the fence and slipped from their saddles. Daniel looked like he'd just gone for a stroll while Top looked like he'd just climbed a mountain.

      Things had been slow for SSI and the Jefferson Group, the organization inside of the organization. The four men at the fence had basically become the de facto leaders of the Jefferson Group. There was no real hierarchy outside of their benefactor, Jonas Layton, who was always on the road and rarely seen.

      "That's a good boy, a real good boy," Top said, stroking the animal's neck.

      Gaucho slipped off his horse, fell to the ground, and kissed the earth. "Oh, sweet Jesus, I thought I'd never touch you again."

      Cal howled with laughter.

      "Hey," Gaucho said, pointing his finger at Cal, "you're next. And I'm going to be there to watch it."

      "Did you come down for your first lesson?" Top asked Cal. "Because I'd be happy to take you out."

      "No, actually. I came to find the three of you."

      "Another mission?" Gaucho said, his eyes gleaming. "Please tell me we get to go back to Russia." He pounded a fist into his palm. "I'd like nothing better than to give them a kick right in the balls."

      "Hey, language," Top said, still stroking his horse.

      "The horse can't understand me," Gaucho said.

      "Ain't no one who can understand you. Anyway, this horse is smarter than you, Gaucho." The horse snorted loudly. "See? He agrees with me. Look at your legs, brother."

      "What about my legs?"

      "You look like a damn hole punch, is all."

      "And you look like a damn totem pole up on that thing."

      "What do you say we take you down to the Marine recruiter and you and the horse can each take the ASVAB test, see who comes out on top?"

      "Alright, break it up, ladies," Cal said, cutting into what he knew would be a long line of jokes back and forth between the two friends. "We had something come in. It was on the routine request list, but I got a peek at it before Dunn could get his hands on it. He told me he wouldn't put the assignment up until I had a chance to talk to you three."

      Now he had everyone's attention.

      "Did they find Lena and Wilcox?" Gaucho asked.

      "No," Cal said, sharing in their disappointment over the lack of news. A familial possessiveness took over the men's hearts when it came to Lena. Their Belarusian-born new addition was a talented sniper who'd come to them through peculiar circumstances, and they'd all taken to her.

      Matthew Wilcox, on the other hand, was an international assassin whose favorite hobby seemed to be making Cal's life miserable. But Wilcox had come in handy more than once, much to Cal’s chagrin. It was all part of the weirdo's modus operandi to go his own way and keep everyone guessing.

      Currently, Wilcox and Lena were in an unknown location, probably getting into needless trouble. Cal didn't have to speculate much on that; he himself had been unwillingly dragged on a couple of Wilcox's adventures. He had the scars to show for it.

      At any rate, the great unspoken worry was a big what-if: what if Lena had been charmed by Wilcox and was now stolen away for good?

      "It has something to do with the agency. And before you ask, no, it has nothing to do with Edmund Flap."

      No doubt that had been their silent question. The group had just come off a head-spinning adventure with ex-CIA Director Flap, the mastermind of a devious operation that had sent the United States into chaos.

      Cal continued, "Let me ask you this: anyone here know who Howard Prescott is?"

      Briggs folded his arms. "The microchip guy, right?"

      "Right," Cal said. "Prescott Technologies. We've been providing him security for a while now, but he's requested surveillance on his son. Mr. Prescott thinks his son's up to no good. And the kicker is that Jeffrey Prescott works for the CIA. Sort of a spy in training."

      "Rich daddy wants us to spy on his rich son," Gaucho said. "Is that about it?"

      "How familiar are you with the term 'loose lips sink ships'?" Cal asked.

      "World War II government propaganda," Gaucho said. "Don't talk, or the German U-boats will sink our destroyers."

      "Righto," Cal said.

      Gaucho took the small victory as an opportunity to shoot a smug glance at Top, who rolled his eyes in response.

      Top nodded thoughtfully. "So, what you're saying is Richie Rich is working for the other side?"

      "No, not exactly. But Howard Prescott does have his suspicions. And to be honest, I'm a little wary of the CIA myself, given its recent history."

      He locked eyes with Briggs, whose expression told him everything he needed to know: Briggs was thoroughly in sync with Cal's worry. The others still needed convincing, judging by their pursed lips and chin-stroking. Cal knew just how to sway them.

      "What do you say to an all-expenses-paid vacation to Costa Rica?"

      Top and Gaucho looked at one another, and it was Top who answered, "We'll be packed in ten minutes."
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      DR. PETER LIN

      He loved his field of work for many reasons. First, he was genuinely curious about the earth and its bounty. Even at a young age, he'd been drawn to nature, having more than once gotten sick from eating something he'd found on some trail—all in the name of experimentation, of course. To Peter Lin, curiosity was a drug more powerful than any side effect it afflicted him with.

      Second, was the Svalbard Global Seed Vault, one of the most interesting places in the world. Peter had been thrilled to be a part of the discussions during construction, contributing his time and research. He hadn’t made a dime off it, and yet it had been the most rewarding work he'd ever done.

      The third reason he loved his work was because it combatted a top problem facing the globe: hunger. As one of his first scientific endeavors, he’d modified a strain of wheat to withstand climate changes, pests, and disease, and he’d boosted its nutritional value as a bonus. That project had put him on the map—literally; he’d since traveled to countless countries to help them improve their crops. Eventually, the perennial need for larger and higher-quality harvests had brought him to Costa Rica. At least, that was the official reason.

      Lastly, he appreciated that his job gave him time to think. While he puzzled through spreadsheets stamped with DNA data, the second part of his brain always ran down some other trail.

      Today that trail was Marty Hu. What was his purpose here in Costa Rica?

      He began to puzzle out the answer by asking himself a question: what if Marty, though self-absorbed in the way men with absolute power often were, still wanted a friend? Specifically, his old college pal. Each time they crossed paths, Marty enjoyed talking about the old days, giving a little wink as he referenced Marty McFly or some other eighties relic.

      Peter’s brow furrowed as a plan began to form.

      There was his work, Jeffrey Prescott, Marty Hu . . . Perhaps those things could work together.

      But how?

      To that, he didn’t yet have an answer. It mattered little. He knew from experience that once the proverbial seed took root in his brain, it would sprout into an answer that pointed toward the sunlight—provided he gave it enough water and time to grow.

      He placed a call.

      "Peter," Marty said, sounding surprised. "How are the fields today?"

      "Very well, thank you." He had to be careful now. He had to word his request in such a way that his counterpart, his boss, wouldn't become the least bit suspicious. "I have a new strain of mango I'd like you to try. One of my technicians has become quite adept at making cocktails out of its nectar. I thought maybe we could—"

      "Do dinner?" Marty cut in.

      "Yes, exactly," Peter said, pasting on a grin in case his friend was watching. He wouldn't put it past Marty Hu to have installed surveillance.

      "Indeed, that would be wonderful," Marty said. "I have a surprise for you as well. I'll pick you up myself. Say, five o'clock?"

      "Perfect," Peter said. "I'll be waiting at my apartment."

      The call ended, and Peter allowed himself a small sigh.

      The seed had been planted.
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        * * *

      

      At five o'clock, General Marty Hu pulled up to the apartment's curb in a Subaru Outback, grinning like a prepubescent boy who had just seen his first Playboy. Peter got into the passenger seat, nestling the insulated jug in between his legs.

      "Peter, I'm so glad you called," Marty said, clapping him on the shoulder. He pointed to the jug. "Is that the mango concoction?"

      "My technician calls it a 'cordial.' I think it's a polite word for homemade hooch."

      Laughing, Marty put the car in drive and zoomed away from the apartment. Five minutes later, they arrived at the coast, where a boat with a purring outboard motor waited.

      "I hope you're hungry," Marty said, jumping onto the boat and tossing the car keys to the man holding the line on the dock.

      Peter stepped onto the boat carefully, hoping against hope his weak sea legs would hold out. Small waves rocked the vessel against the large white bumpers. Even though the boat had a driver, Marty was clearly captain; he stood sturdy behind the wheel, ordering the man on the pier to toss the lines aboard and push them off.

      Once they were clear, Marty gunned the engine. Out to sea, they flew. It was going to be a beautiful night. Thank God the water was calm. Peter willed his stomach not to turn.

      They completed their journey and made landfall without incident. Though it had only been a couple of weeks since Peter had come here, the vibe had changed. It seemed more cosmopolitan, even down to the attendants’ clothing: sharply pressed monochromatic suits, so different from the Chinese-made clothing and Costa Rican tropical fare he saw day to day.

      He followed Marty up the long staircase that fed into the island. He knew little about the place other than the fact that it had once been a haven for pirates. "Watch out for One-Eyed Willy," Marty had said during his first visit, referencing The Goonies. He repeated the phrase now, tossing the line over his shoulder as he escorted Peter to an outdoor dining area that overlooked the wide expanse of the Pacific. The view was astonishing, the ink-black sea a silken sheet rippling with silver waves.

      Marty handed him a glass of chardonnay. "This reminds me of the time we went to Monterey. Do you remember?"

      This was good. He could ease Marty into the old routine.

      Peter clinked his glass against Marty’s. "How could I forget? You bought me that pair of Reebok high-tops, the ones with the pump.”

      Marty laughed. "Did those pumps do anything at all?"

      "Who knows? I wore them everywhere, though."

      "I remember you stopping in the middle of the street to pump them up. I really thought you were going to pop them."

      Peter smiled. Perhaps he'd been a bit too harsh with Marty in the previous years. He was falling into the familiar flow now.

      Yes. Dive into the memories, make Marty remember with you. With just a little prodding, he was sure he could make Marty open up and tell him whatever secret he was hiding on this island.

      Turning away, Marty said, "Come, your surprise is ready."

      Peter looked toward the dining table, following Marty’s gaze.

      "Surprise!” Marty clapped his hands.

      Stacked three high on a silver platter were hamburgers. A pile of French fries overflowed their bowl beside them. Peter screwed up his face.

      Marty laughed at his friend's confusion. "I've trained my cooks to make In-N-Out burgers! Try one. They're even better than the originals. Not too much better. We have to protect our memories, don't we, old friend?"

      Despite his nerves, Peter smiled broadly. "In-N-Out burgers. What will you think of next?"

      They sat down to their very American meal, remembering their very American memories.

      The seed geminated. A tiny little sprout. Almost microscopic.
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      MARIA

      She’d turned thirteen the day before, an occasion that had been marked by a single pastry and a single candle lit by a single match.

      The newly minted teenager brought out the picture she kept in a cracked frame by her bedside. She ran her finger over the photo, remembering the joy of riding on her father’s shoulders at the beach. Her heart ached as she traced his beautiful smile..

      Even though she and her mother still went to church every day and prayed for his return, Maria knew deep down he would not come home. And maybe he shouldn’t. Some prayers remained unanswered for a reason.

      Her mother tucked her in that night with a gentle caress to her cheek, the two of them avoiding the subject that weighed so heavily on both their minds. She fell asleep the way she always did, her stomach rumbling as she wondered how their circumstances had deteriorated so dramatically in such a short time.

      Maria awoke the next morning to her mother standing in the doorway of the bedroom they both shared. She looked with fresh eyes at the woman who’d raised her and noticed what she had failed to see over the last year: her mother had become a shell of herself. The joyful light in her eyes long gone, she looked frail, weak. Her hair was thin and brittle, her skin dull and ashen. Her cheekbones showed like the knuckles of a chicken claw.

      "Five minutes," she said, her voice soft and broken.

      Maria dressed in silence while her mother watched. She looked at herself in the small mirror, angling it so she could see down the length of her new dress. Blue cloth with a simple floral print. Daisies. Nothing as scandalous as roses. The man wanted her pretty. Innocent.

      “This is the only way,” her mother had told her the night before. She herself was old and dried up. No man wanted to touch her. And even if she managed to find someone who would, how much could she possibly earn? No, her mother was not the prize.

      "This is my fault," her mother said. "It is my fault for driving your father to drink. I am the reason why we cannot eat, why you must sacrifice yourself. Please forgive me." Her words were muffled behind choked-back sobs.

      Maria went to her mother and wrapped her arms around her. "It's not your fault, Mama."

      Her mother broke down then, her tears rushing free. "Sin descended onto our home because of me, and now we are left with sin as our only choice for survival."

      "It’s okay, Mama. God will protect me," Maria said.

      Her mother's head swayed from side to side, rejecting her reassurance, and she realized that it was because she’d repeated the line her father had spoken many times. The line that had proved false time and time again. But they were not her father, they truly believed, and so she altered it, taking her mother's withered hands in hers. "He will protect us."

      From the front room came a knock and the sound of the door opening. Footsteps.

      "He's here," her mother said in the same soft and broken tone as before.

      Her mother averted her gaze as she walked out, as if blinding herself to the Chinese man standing in their kitchen. Overweight and nearly bald, he was sweating right through his wrinkled button-down shirt. He handed her an orange flower. She looked into his eyes and saw the intent he’d tried to veil with the sweetness of the flower. He wanted her in ways a man should never want a child, and though she’d already accepted this fact, she shivered nonetheless.

      "I'll bring her back by ten o'clock."

      "Mm-hmm," her mother said, projecting strength.

      The man wrapped his clammy hand around Maria's and walked her out to his waiting car. He opened the door for her, waited for her to slip inside, and then closed it, leaving her to the smell of leather and spent cigars.

      "I won't hurt you, I promise," the foreigner said in passable Spanish.

      "I know," Maria replied, her tone cold, calm.

      They drove away from her home, twisting and turning down the narrow road. There was a pothole ahead, so he slowed the car to a crawl and eased over it.

      He'll be a gentle lover, Maria thought. She'd heard adults say such things.

      A flock of chickens rushed across the road. The car stopped, and the man leaned forward over the steering wheel to watch them. He said something in English, and Maria realized he wasn't looking at the chickens, but past them. His eyes were wide with awe.

      Darkness enveloped the car.

      It was as if someone had wrapped them in a thick blanket. The lights on the dash seemed to glow brighter in the darkness, and when she looked at the man, she saw that the awe in his expression had turned to fear.

      He was whispering something, sweating more profusely now, and for some reason, his fear comforted Maria. She smiled and closed her eyes.

      The driver's door opened. The man screamed. His cries abruptly cut off.

      When Maria opened her eyes, he was gone, the only evidence of his existence a smear of blood on the seat. Her door opened, and a black-gloved hand appeared. It gave her something, something wrapped in newspaper. A note was attached:

      
        
        SAVE YOUR FAMILY

      

      

      When Maria looked up again, the hand was gone, the blackness dissipating like fanned smoke. She unwrapped the package and found a stack of bills too large for her to comprehend. She closed her eyes, said a prayer of thanks, then got out of the car and walked back to her home.

      Years later, she would tell her twelve grandchildren the story of the day God sent the black mist in answer to her prayers.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS

      He slowed his pace as he jogged by the small compound. They'd had eyes and ears on Jeffrey Prescott's home for the past forty-eight hours. It hadn't taken them long to figure out his routine. His morning usually started around eight or nine when whomever he'd brought home the night before left with disheveled clothing, waving an embarrassed goodbye to the old man at the gate. After that, Prescott would go for a swim in the pool. He wasn't in tip-top shape, but he had been a college athlete and he was still young. He’d rip through the water for thirty minutes and then emerge for a cup of coffee and a heavy breakfast.

      Around ten or eleven o'clock, he could be found on the pool deck clacking away on his computer. Neil Patel, SSI's resident techie, had already started monitoring his online activity. Prescott usually jumped back and forth between shopping on Amazon, looking at porn, and checking in with work. It was obvious that Prescott hadn't been given much responsibility. For the most part, he owned his days. Not once in the forty-eight hours since they'd been watching him had he gone into any sort of office. Yes, there were phone calls with his boss, mostly just mundane check-ins, but that was it.

      By noon, Prescott would head into town for lunch and more than a few beverages. He liked to mingle with the tourists, not the locals, whom he treated with haughty contempt. But when he wanted to, he sure knew how to turn on his charm. Two nights in a row now, he'd brought home a different girl, all consensual, nothing too kinky. At least the playboy wasn't some kind of strange pervert.

      By all accounts, this was the extent of Jeffrey Prescott's life in Costa Rica. Not bad. Daniel thought that if he’d been raised the same way, given the same liberties and the same money, he could have easily fallen into a similar routine. It wasn't Daniel's place to judge; he knew that from deep, deep experience.

      Daniel waved hello to Prescott’s elderly gate guard as he ran past. The man was sitting on a plastic chair, baking in the Costa Rican heat, fanning himself with the brim of his straw hat. He would be on post for another ten hours, probably making the equivalent of a few American dollars for the whole day.

      Once out of sight, Daniel slowed down, adopting a leisurely pace for the remaining half-mile back to the house they were renting. By the time he made it there, he had finished cooling down from his run. He opened the front door, and Liberty rushed out to greet him.

      "Well, good morning," Daniel said, stroking the dog’s brown coat.

      She sniffed all around his legs, her tail wagging like a high-speed fan.

      "How many miles today?" Cal asked, stepping out onto the porch with a glass of orange juice that he handed to Daniel.

      "Ten miles," Daniel said. "You should join me tomorrow."

      "And you should have old-man knees by now."

      Daniel downed half the glass. It was freshly squeezed and delicious.

      "See anything interesting?" Cal asked.

      "The old guy at the gate doesn't miss much," Daniel said, following his friend inside. "You ever notice how people in developing countries seem, I don’t know, more aware than Americans?"

      Cal nodded. "It probably has something to do with the fact that running water can disappear at any moment. I think we should ship all the complainers down here and let them spend six months in that old guy's shoes. Let them see what life can really be like."

      "I would not oppose that idea," Daniel said, tipping back the rest of the glass. "Anything interesting on our end?"

      "The guy's a creature of habit," Cal said. "I have a feeling if we stay here for another month, every day will look pretty much the same. Doesn't sleep much, eats whatever he wants. Drinks as much as his body will allow." Cal paused for a moment. "Kinda sounds like me at twenty-one."

      "Me too," Daniel said.

      They made their way to the kitchen, where the cook had left an impressive spread for breakfast: a pile of scrambled eggs, a bowl of perfectly refried beans, and a platter of fruit that made Daniel's mouth water.

      "Where are the others?" he asked, meaning Top and Gaucho.

      "Still asleep," Cal said.

      "I guess I can't blame them. They got back at about three."

      "How did you know?"

      Daniel smiled. "Come on, Cal."

      Cal smiled and shook his head. He knew his friend almost as well as Daniel knew himself, and so he was familiar with the warrior monk’s unnatural ability to stay very aware of his surroundings.

      "What did they find out?" Daniel said.

      "Here, I'll let you read it." Cal handed his friend a single sheet of paper written in Gaucho’s hand.

      Daniel took the paper and read:

      
        
        The Adventurous Life of Jeffrey Prescott

        10:00 PM: subject arrives at bar.

        10:05 PM: subject buys a round of drinks for everyone at the bar.

        10:10: one South African and two Australian women join subject at his table.

        10:20: subject flirts like a creep.

        10:25: more drinks.

      

      

      It went on and on like that for the next three hours, which was when Prescott had left the bar with the South African woman.

      Daniel shook his head. "You think this is what it's going to be like the whole time we're here?"

      "You tell me," Cal said. "You think this trip is a waste of time?"

      Daniel shrugged. He speared a piece of pineapple with a fork and popped it into his mouth. The juicy sweetness exploded on his tongue, and he closed his eyes to savor it.

      "Well?"

      Daniel opened his eyes. "Let's just say we might as well enjoy it while it lasts."
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      GENERAL HU

      "Fifteen men missing? How is that possible?"

      His head of HR couldn't stop touching the side of his glasses. "I don't know, General—Mr. Hu."

      What General-turned-Mr. Hu wanted to do was slap the man, but he refrained. His propensity for anger was part of his old persona. Now a successful businessman and entrepreneur, he needed to be different. He needed to display the proper mix of power and tolerance. So, he willed his blood pressure to subside, took a small breath, and shifted his tone. "Why am I only now hearing about this?"

      "I didn't want to disturb you, sir. From time to time, we have employees who skip work, show up late, or call out sick. With the sheer numbers we've brought into this country, sometimes it's hard to tell—that is, sometimes I don't think—"

      "This is your job, Nguyen," Marty said, the ice clear in his tone. "This is what I brought you here for."

      "Yes, sir. I understand. But you see . . ." Nguyen looked even more uncomfortable now.

      "What is it?" he asked, careful to control the bite in his voice.

      "Sir, after some investigation, we’ve found that the missing men were visiting various houses of pleasure and companionship."

      Marty was well aware of his employees’ proclivity for paid pleasure. He was disgusted by the pay-to-play concept, but he knew it was best to let the men have their outlet. That was why he’d turned a blind eye to his men’s after-hours activities.

      "See that it doesn't happen again. Tell everyone, and I do mean everyone, that they are free to date whomever they please, even the Costa Ricans, but if I find out even one person is paying for sex on the open market, so help me . . ."

      "Yes, sir. It is understood."

      Marty could see the man suppressing the urge to bow. He did not allow the custom here.

      "There have to be witnesses," Marty said, thinking out loud.

      The HR man's face colored. "That was the next piece of news I wanted to give you, sir. There were no witnesses."

      Marty began to steam. If his twenty-plus years in the intelligence business had taught him anything, it was that there was always a witness, whether it was a camera, a person walking by, or just a dog. "Find. One."

      Nguyen took the command for what it was, a dismissal, and left quickly. That was just fine with Marty Hu. He'd had such a lovely night, only to wake up to a request for a private audience, which had prevented him from getting in his one-mile swim. Well, he could always start the day over. Yes, he'd go for a swim. He needed it.

      He hailed one of his bodyguards and told him to get the safety boat ready. It would motor about as he swam, just in case. After an unfortunate incident involving leg cramps and a rescue by a random security guard, he’d made sure there would always be a mobile lifeguard at the ready for his swims. Marty figured one lucky break was more than enough. He wouldn’t count on another.

      He donned his long Speedo, completed a series of stretches, and then dove off the dock in perfect form, spearing through the water. As he swam with long, powerful strokes, he thought about the problem of his missing men.

      Was it a sign of things to come, an ill omen, or just his employees making bad decisions? Once Nguyen delivered Marty’s orders, the problem would end. Unless there was some sort of mutiny happening. Could the men have run away and framed their disappearances as kidnappings? No. Each missing man was from a different department. Collusion of that scale was impossible.

      Think on better things, he told himself as he turned his head and sucked in a lungful of air.

      He'd enjoyed Peter Lin's company last night. They'd eaten their mock In-N-Out burgers, remembered stories of their past, and laughed. They’d also recalled their misfortunes, mostly in the realm of romance. In Peter Lin was shared history, and mutual honesty existed between them as a result.

      Then what was it about his old friend that now fostered unease in Marty? Was it the fact that Peter was obviously smarter than him? No. Marty didn't care about that. In fact, he prided himself on his ability to take control despite his second-place brain power. He'd been the one to find opportunities, to seize them. So no, it wasn't that.

      Marty rounded the corner of the island, a tip protruding like a blade into the bay, and made the decision to spend more time with his old friend—not just personally, but professionally. He would do so by bringing Peter up to speed on his plans. Peter had been the one to inspire them, after all. What had started as just a dream years before was now a full-fledged plan on its way to fruition, and Peter’s brain and friendship would be assets in the final stages. What was the worst that could happen? Marty already had Peter under his thumb; there was no risk.

      The sun sprinkled its gold over the surface of the water. Marty Hu turned over and floated, allowing his ears to submerge, deadening all sound. Overcome with a feeling of total isolation, he flailed and flipped back over, grateful for the sounds of the nearby boat and squealing birds overhead.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      "Dr. Lin?"

      When he looked up, one of his lead lab techs was standing at the door, clipboard in hand. Judging by the look on his face, he'd said Peter’s name more than once.

      "I'm sorry. I was lost in thought."

      "The results are back from the latest strain," the man said. "It's as you predicted, Dr. Lin: five percent more output."

      "That's good, but let's see what happens when we start planting."

      "Have you ever been wrong?" the man asked. He was a devoted employee and an obvious fan of Dr. Lin.

      "I've been wrong many times," Peter said, forcing a laugh. "You'd be wise to remember that what happens in the lab doesn't always translate out there." He pointed to the window and the fields beyond.

      "Yes, Dr. Lin. If you'll excuse me."

      Peter walked over and shut the door behind the lab tech. He couldn't remember whether he'd had it closed before, or if he'd left it wide open. The entire morning had been a haze. The night before, Marty Hu had done his best to capture Peter's imagination, but all throughout what should have been a fun evening, Peter had been unable to shake off his nerves. He'd wanted to come right out and ask what Marty was doing, and why they were really here in Costa Rica, but it would have been dangerous to do so because Marty Hu was a dangerous man. He couldn’t let himself forget that.

      Really, all Peter Lin had was an inkling that his friend was up to no good. How could he substantiate it?

      If he went to Jeffrey Prescott and told him about his suspicions, the agent would want proof that he didn’t have. He needed to find something concrete, and that meant spending more time with his old roommate. But how to make that happen? How could he convince his old friend they should spend more time together? The answer felt so close and yet so far away.

      Peter Lin struggled for a solution. This wasn't a biological hypothesis for which he could use his scientific instruments to evaluate. This was a problem that needed to be investigated by spies, men who crept around in black suits and told lies in the darkness. He was just a geek who liked to make flowers grow.

      He huffed a sigh and opened his work journal. There he found comfort in the numbers, projections, and the scientific method.
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      TOP

      "Right on time," Top said, making a note in his phone as Prescott's vehicle glided up to the valet.

      "You'd think this guy would get tired of going out every night."

      Top looked over at his friend. "If you were his age, you think you'd get tired of it?"

      Gaucho shrugged. "A man's got to get his sleep, you know."

      Top left it at that. There were so many things he could say to his comrade-in-arms, but right now, they had a job to do. They'd volunteered for the night shift since Gaucho had some "friends" in the area.

      When they entered the club, a long-legged bronze beauty rushed up and kissed Gaucho on the cheek. "Oh my God, Gaucho," she said, her voice as smooth as her skin. "You had me worried."

      "Yeah, sorry we're late. My big friend here had a sore tummy." Gaucho rubbed his belly. "Too much rich Costa Rican food."

      The girl looked at Top. "Please tell me he's kidding."

      "He's kidding," Top said, offering the girl his hand. "Willy Trent, ma'am."

      She perked up. "Ma'am? How formal. Willy Trent, I'm Valentina Calderòn. If you'd rather not be so formal, you can call me Val. In fact, I insist. Come on. I got us a table. My friends are waiting."

      "I told you we're due for a little fun," Gaucho said, elbowing Top in the side.

      Val escorted them over to a large booth, then slid onto the bench beside her waiting friends. "Willy Trent, I want you to meet Ava and Kara."

      All three women were dressed for a night out on the town. The delicate scent of their perfumes hung in the air, enticing Top to sit and mingle right along with them. Ava and Kara gave him bright smiles in greeting. Top flushed. He was a man who'd led others into battle, a man who’d faced death more times than he could count on fingers and toes, and yet here he sat, face to face with three gorgeous ladies and feeling like a quivering kitten.

      "So," said Ava, leaning tipsily over the table and tilting her head, "why do they call you Top?"

      Tipsy giggles followed as Gaucho slipped his broad frame into the booth next to Val, throwing an arm around the girl, who sidled an inch closer to him.

      "It's a nickname for us master sergeants."

      "Oooh," Ava said. Her brown eyes reflected the light of the surrounding tiki torches, giving them a strange flickering effect. "What did you have to do to earn that title, Master Sergeant?"

      "Well, for one thing, I had to prove myself worthy of it," Top said with a wink.

      It was only through years of training to be hyper-observant that Top caught Ava tilting her glass into the potted plant beside the table. It was a brilliant sleight of hand. Curiosity piqued, he observed the women more closely. They all possessed the talent. One moment Kara's glass was full, and the next it was empty. Top couldn't tell where she'd dumped her drink, so he made a mental note to keep his eye on her left hand and the floral centerpiece.

      The drinks continued to pour and disappear, and as the night wore on, the ladies adjusted their speech and behavior to mimic the level of alcohol they’d appeared to consume. They were incredible performers. He’d almost fallen for their ruse, but he understood the gist of their intent now. All three were friends indeed. Top couldn't help but feel sad that a bit of his own boyish timidity around them had vanished along with the drinks.

      Someone made a rude pun, their delivery sloppy and eyes lascivious, and Gaucho laughed like crazy, pulling Val closer to him. He gave Top a glance that said it all: yes, it was pretend, but that didn't mean they couldn't enjoy it.

      All five kept an eye on Prescott, who’d been sitting by himself at the bar, appearing in the midst of deep thought. It was out of character for this playboy to be so sullen. Before him was a wad of cash in a silver money clip, just sitting there like it was bait. Finally, he struck up a conversation with the bartender, seeming to snap out of his mood.

      "He's getting chatty," Gaucho said behind his beer.

      "It's about time," Val replied, just as sly, all traces of her slur gone.

      "Oh, and would you look at this," Top added.

      A young woman appeared. Wearing a tight black dress and sky-high heels, her long, glossy hair flowing over her shoulders, she looked ready to party. She slipped onto the stool next to Prescott, put an elbow on the bar, and exchanged pleasantries with him.

      "The ladies' man strikes again," Top said.

      "Jealous?" Ava teased.

      "With three of the most beautiful ladies in the bar? Hell no!"

      Gaucho lifted his glass. "Hear, hear," he said, then gave Top a wink of approval.

      The woman who’d first approached Prescott had her hand on his knee when the duo was joined by a third. Another pretty young thing, this one in navy blue, but more or less a carbon copy of the first.

      "How does he do it?" Gaucho said.

      "It's the wad," Top replied.

      Gaucho looked at him.

      "The cash, dummy."

      The girls giggled for real at this exchange. Perhaps they were having fun.

      Top leaned back in the booth, pleased to share the task of watching Prescott with friends. In between the surreptitious dumping of drinks, the ladies revealed glimpses behind their masks, sharing little tidbits about themselves. He let out a low whistle when he learned they were all medical students attending university here in Costa Rica, thoroughly impressed that they were even more intelligent than he’d calculated.

      "Man, that's a lot of pressure," Top said.

      Ava shrugged. "It can be if you let yourself get overwhelmed. We do really like to party, though. That helps." A round of giggles followed, and Top, for the life of him, could not tell whether they were genuine.

      He found himself hoping Prescott would stay put. Even though these girls were half his age, he enjoyed their company. It had been a long time since he'd had a real conversation with a woman. His occupation didn't lend itself well to time off or personal relationships beyond those he shared with the men and women of SSI.

      Maybe it was time for a clean break. He could open up a little restaurant on the beach—maybe somewhere in the Caribbean—and put his culinary training to good use. Nothing too crazy, just breakfast and lunch and the odd dinner on Saturday nights. He'd buy a tiny little boat to live on, and he'd own three pairs of clothes and spend his days in an open-air kitchen. He was sure he could convince Gaucho to come along. Gaucho couldn't cook worth a lick, but he was entertaining. He could run the front of the house. Maybe he and Gaucho could hunt pirates in their downtime.

      But not yet, not right now. Right now, they were getting paid to spend time with beautiful girls while they watched an inebriated CIA man work his charm on two women. All in all, it wasn't a bad job.

      Top fully expected the threesome to leave at any moment. It was close to midnight, and he knew from their observations that Prescott took care not to get too drunk before going home. But something strange happened. Prescott kissed each of the girls on the cheek, then both women went off in separate directions. He pocketed the wad of cash and got the bartender's attention by making a display of pointing to the barstool.

      Top looked over at Gaucho. "You saw that, right?"

      "I did. What was that pointing business?"

      "I think he means he'll be right back."

      "Should one of us go after him?"

      "I'll go," Top said, rising.

      Ava rose with him. "I'll go with you," she said, sliding her hand into his.

      It was all part of the ruse, but damn did it feel good to hold a warm, soft hand. She was a full two feet shorter, and that made him a bit self-conscious, but she made him feel nice and easy about it, chatting him up and leaning into him as they walked toward the back of the club where Prescott had gone. There was nothing of note in the back besides the restrooms, so they stopped to wait outside the men's room for a minute.

      Top leaned down to whisper into Ava's ear. "You stay here," he said. "I'll be right back."

      But just as he let go of her hand, the men's room door swung open and Prescott sauntered out. To his surprise, Ava grabbed the back of his neck, pulled him down, and kissed him.

      She let go. "Sorry. I just thought—"

      "No, that was perfect, thank you," Top said, hoping she'd understand he'd meant it in more than one way. "Wait here a second. I'll be right back."

      Top went into the bathroom and took a quick look around. All the stalls were empty. Prescott had been the only one in here. But the hairs on the back of his neck told him something wasn't right.

      A waft of hot, humid air moved over him.

      That was it, the source of the wrongness: the window was cracked open.

      On a balmy Costa Rican night, in an air-conditioned bar, the window was open.

      Had it been Prescott who’d opened it, or someone else? Had there been a handoff? There was no way to tell.

      With no desire to make a scene by rushing out and inspecting the area outside the bathroom window, he washed his hands and looked at himself in the mirror. He questioned himself silently about the path he'd taken in life, and as he watched his reflection, he realized something that brought a smile to his face: he liked his life. In fact, he loved his life. And he loved the friends he was living it with.

      When he emerged from the bathroom, he took Ava's hand and dragged her out to the dance floor. She was a fantastic partner, and she spun with ease as he whipped her around, affording both of them a perfect view of the bar and the empty seat to which Prescott had not returned.
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      JEFFREY PRESCOTT

      It was happening. It was finally happening. He’d felt the voodoo magic they’d talked about in CIA training, the sixth sense. It had hit him right there in the club. If he'd been asked to explain it, he couldn't have. He’d just known that someone was watching him. So, like any good spy, he’d checked the room. Nothing had stood out. There’d been no flashing red sign above anyone's head. No button he could press to hone in on the surveillance. His heart had been racing ever since. It was still racing. This was the best high he'd ever had, and he'd experienced plenty.

      His father had honestly thought that sending him to Yale would shield him away from the world of high-priced hookers and drugs. It hadn’t worked that way, though, and he’d managed to find all manner of high at the elite institution. But this? The fear of discovery? The potential for a battle of life and death? This was something better.

      He recalled the old codger the CIA had dragged in for training. He’d been part of the Office of Strategic Services, OSS for short, the precursor to the CIA. The limping old man, who'd been dropped behind enemy lines with the dead bird teams, had come to warn them against improper preparation. But Prescott had been distracted by the gleam in the old man's eyes that day. A gleam that had taken Prescott until now to recognize. The old codger was a thrill-chaser, just like him. He’d bet all the money in the world that the man would do it again—he would strap on his parachute and jump into nothingness, fully expecting the Nazis to be waiting—for one more taste of that sweet adrenaline.

      Prescott hovered over the sink and splashed water on his face. He’d come in here to think, and he’d done just that. He needed to make a move that would take things up a notch. Something to amplify this fleeting thrill, to maintain this high. He was a junkie, after all. So, he came up with a plan, and as he did, his heart rate slowed, falling out of sync with the muffled beat of the club’s thumping music. It would take time and an extreme amount of cunning, but he could make it happen.

      He initiated his game by splashing water around the sink and mirror and opening the bathroom window. He then went to the bathroom door, relaxed his facial muscles, and engineered an expression of nervousness. Deadly calm beneath his facade, he left the restroom, careful to take the back way out.

      The sixth sense told him not to take his car. He couldn’t trust anyone. Not even the valets. He'd have to find alternate transportation. He looked at his watch and remembered seeing a Maxi Palí about a quarter mile down the road. Barring any natural disasters, the superstore would still be open. He could jog there. A brisk pace would do good to sober him up, anyway.

      By the time he arrived, he was drenched in sweat and feeling like hell. Maybe he’d blend in with the locals a bit more this way.

      His trip through the market was quick and decisive. Five minutes after entering, he paid in cash and left the store holding a bag filled with a pack of Marlboros, a Coke, a Snickers bar, a traveler-sized electronic tool kit, and a black hoodie.

      He scoped the parking lot for a suitable vehicle to claim. He needed something old, but not too old. Something that didn’t have an alarm. A Ford Tempo in the back of the lot—most likely an employee’s car—caught his attention. Perfect. Enticing as a ripe peach. Prescott licked his lips, did a quick once-around to check for witnesses, and approached the vehicle.

      From the toolkit, Prescott pulled a screwdriver, a mini hammer, a teeny roll of electrical tape, and cheapo wire cutters. He got to work. The old jalopy sputtered to life, Prescott’s heart jump-starting right along with it.

      He was surprised at how cool he'd felt during the operation. More like a geek tinkering with the innards of a hard drive than a CIA agent testing the limits of his own moral code. Sure, it had taken him a few attempts to hot-wire the car, but he justified his poor execution with the excuse that he’d only practiced the skill twice in training. And maybe part of the blame was owed to his alcohol-dulled reflexes, but that was a shortcoming to consider at a later time. He'd heard whispers about other substances he could put in his system to heighten his abilities. Maybe tomorrow he’d do some research.

      The target on his back seemed to lessen the farther he drove away from the club. Still, he was careful, checking his mirrors frequently, taking odd turns. Several miles into his drive, he pulled to the side of the road and parked behind a few other vehicles. For the remainder of the night, he waited there, watching, senses alert. As the hours went by, the knot in his stomach loosened and his elation grew.

      He restarted the Tempo as the first rays of sunlight began to brighten the night sky. Certain he’d made a clean escape, Jeffrey Prescott, king of the universe, cackled like a fiend. He wound his way toward La Vista Lujosa, the apartment complex that served as one of the handful of safe houses the CIA kept in the area. He parked the vehicle several blocks away and donned the black hoodie, wearing it low over his eyes. He jogged the rest of the way to the complex and found his assigned unit.

      Inside, he whipped off his sweaty hoodie and damp-as-a-diaper dress shirt. He paced back and forth around the sparsely furnished suite, trying to slow his racing mind. The adrenaline was still buzzing through his veins, a high-octane blast of jitter juice. He was too amped up to relax. This was not the time to sit down and breathe a sigh of relief. This was the time to bask in the exhilaration of the chase. He wanted more, and he wanted it now, but he needed to be patient.

      Waiting was not one of his strengths. He wondered if sex would help take the edge off. It usually did—unless he'd had too much to get it up. But right now, he worried he could hurt someone, as if the power crawling over his skin would somehow take over and give him superhuman strength. He felt predatory. Aware.

      He thought of his father, so smug in his ivory tower, and he thought of his plan. A smile split his face. When the final swing came, his father wouldn't even know it was him, because that was how spies operated. They worked from the shadows and diverted suspicion. They cajoled and lied to get their way. They did whatever it took to complete their mission.

      No matter the consequences.
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      CAL STOKES

      When Top and Gaucho dragged themselves in at sunrise, Cal could see that something was wrong. He'd already gotten the report that Prescott had not returned to his compound, but he’d just figured the spy had spent the night at the home of one of his many conquests.

      "He vanished. We can't find him," Top said, taking off his shoes and putting them neatly by the front door. In contrast, Gaucho kicked his off toward the couch. Then, as if remembering that the household staff would have to clean up after him, he walked over, picked them up, and laid them next to Top's.

      "I'm telling you, he made us," Gaucho said. It was evident in the tone of his voice that this was a conversation they'd been having all night.

      "That's impossible,” Top said. “I'm telling you, he looked right at me, and he didn't flinch. Nothing."

      "Then he got spooked," Gaucho said.

      "Hold on, rewind. Tell me what happened," Cal said.

      And so they did, detailing the scene at the club, the break to the bathroom, the open window, and the disappearance of Jeffrey Prescott.

      "We've been all over town," Top said. "Hell, the guy even left his car there."

      "Yeah. We took a look inside, but there was nothing interesting other than a couple of vodka bottles under the seat,” Gaucho said.

      "And you're sure that he left on his own? You're sure that somebody didn't take him?"

      Top and Gaucho both shrugged.

      "Your guess is as good as ours," Top said. "I even checked every inch of that bathroom, thinking maybe there was some kind of secret passage he left through, that he’d somehow doubled back, but he probably went through the service entrance. It's my bad."

      These were not men who chided each other. Instead, they quieted and let the ramifications of their mistakes sink in. They'd gotten complacent. Maybe Prescott was smarter than they'd assumed, than even his father had let on. Maybe the whole rich playboy act was just that—an act. God, if it was, who were they really dealing with? How well did Howard Prescott know his son? They weren't giving the man reports yet, but this wrinkle might be something they needed to share. They were being paid, after all. This was a job, and there was protocol to follow.

      "I'm sure he'll turn up," Cal said. "All his things are still at the house."

      The front door opened and Liberty trotted inside, followed shortly by Daniel. They'd been for a run already.

      "We've got a visitor," Daniel said.

      Cal pictured Jeffrey Prescott at the door, though he didn't know why. That would really cap off an interesting morning.

      "He wants you to come outside. Alone," Daniel said to Cal.

      "Who is it?"

      Daniel shook his head. "It's a surprise."

      "Will I like this surprise?"

      Daniel made a motion of weighing both hands. “Fifty-fifty.”

      "Sometimes I think you'd be better off penning riddles for the New York Times, you know that?" Cal said.

      Daniel chuckled as he walked off toward the kitchen. Cal went outside and found a man with very tan skin and a bored look leaning against a well-worn Mercedes.

      "Can I help you?" Cal asked.

      "Cal Stokes, am I right?"

      Cal had expected a Costa Rican accent, but the man sounded more like he was from South Texas.

      "I'm sorry, do I know you?"

      The man shook his head. "No reason why you should. I'm here to tell you that someone in Washington doesn't like you too much."

      "Can you be more specific as to whom?"

      "If I knew, I would tell you."

      Cal folded his arms. "Right. So you came down to Costa Rica to tell me this? You could have emailed, saved yourself some flight fare."

      "Well, let's just say word came down the wire that you are here to keep an eye on one of my people."

      "Ah," Cal said with a smile. "Let me guess—you're with the State Department."

      Both men understood the underlying question Cal was asking. “State Department” often served as code for the CIA.

      The man returned the smile. "You know they say that Marines can only write with crayons, but you look like a Marine who could well use a Sharpie if someone handed it to you right side up.”

      “I don't suppose you'll tell me your name," Cal said. He wasn’t in the mood to banter right now.

      “How about we keep it at Pablo? Can you remember that?”

      Cal tapped the side of his head. "I'll try."

      "I won't beat around the bush, Mr. Stokes. I'm here about Jeffrey Prescott. I’m the station chief watching over him.”

      Cal sighed. He should have known this was inevitable. Of course the agency would stick their nose in his business again and tell him to lie down. He should have set his watch for it.

      "So, you want us to pull surveillance?" he said.

      Pablo shook his head. "I wouldn’t call Prescott one of my favorite people. I know who his father is, and I know how much money he has. In my experience, people with money and connections to the government have two choices: they can either try to help the system or use the system. Clear as day, Jeffrey Prescott is a user. Anyway, I'm here because I'd like to offer my services."

      "In exchange for what?"

      "In exchange for an eye on whatever you find out about Prescott."

      Now this is a twist, Cal thought. A collaboration with the agency? "What's in it for us?"

      "Well, first of all, I don't tell my bosses that you're here."

      "Interesting," Cal said. "Okay, fair enough. But why do you need our help? I'm sure you have access to more resources than we do."

      Pablo grinned. "I'm a big fan of plausible deniability. If this ever comes back on your head, I want to be able to tell my bosses that I had nothing to do with the surveillance on Jeffrey Prescott."

      "I can live with that," Cal said, offering Pablo his hand.

      Pablo took it. "Welcome to Costa Rica, Mr. Stokes. Let me know if you need any good restaurant recommendations."

      "I just might hit you up for that," Cal said, "but first, I want to hear everything you know about Jeffrey Prescott."
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      DR. PETER LIN

      Dr. Peter Lin was about to do something stupid. Something very, very stupid.

      It was a good thing he'd worn a wetsuit because he needed the added insulation. He was nervous, and that made for heightened sensitivity to cold. Never one to enjoy boat rides, he liked being under the water even less. The ocean was as untrustworthy as it was violent, even at its calmest. Entire storms brewed beneath the surface. They’d pull you down given half a chance.

      But he'd lost sleep wondering what the hell Marty Hu was doing on his island. Tonight, he needed to know. He needed peace of mind so he could get his rest.

      From the times he'd been there, he knew the island had little in the way of visible security. Marty had yet to take it high-tech with cameras and facial recognition, probably because of how remote the island was. He instead relied on guards and patrols.

      Peter swallowed hard as he thought about that remoteness. It was going to be a long swim. But he could make it.

      He ducked underwater and set off, making a point to spend as much time beneath the surface as possible in case any lookouts were about. With the moon tucked behind the clouds and a light rain falling, he was confident that the guards had poor enough visibility to protect his brief breaks for air. He couldn’t have asked for better weather. When he’d seen the forecast, he’d known it was tonight or never.

      It took him just over an hour to get to the island, and even though he'd used the underwater propeller he’d brought with him, he was still exhausted. So exhausted that he lay against the rocks for a good ten minutes, regaining his breath and recharging his nerves. Ironically, the swim had been the easy part. The hard part came next.

      Unstrapping the dry bag from his chest, he stripped off his suit, exchanging it for a pair of shorts and a flowered shirt. They were both dark patterns, not a hint of white. He wanted to stay unseen for as long as he could. Maybe he'd get lucky and complete his mission undetected. If not, he was hoping that he looked natural enough to have a shot at explaining his way through any accidental run-ins with Marty Hu's staff.

      He tucked his dry bag in the rocks for safekeeping. His calculations and swim had been precise, and he was only a few feet from the stairs that led up the side of the cliff. The rain was coming down in sheets now, and the onslaught had induced the guards to run for cover. No one was manning the island’s entrance. He thanked God and tropic weather patterns for the lucky break.

      The stairs leading up were dimly lit, and yet he felt swallowed by the darkness. He hurried to the top and peeked left and right over the last step, catching the telltale glow of a single cigarette beneath a large umbrella at the far end of the veranda. He watched for several minutes but only saw the one man.

      Because some of the grounds were illuminated by garden lights, he'd have to carve a careful path across the approximately fifty feet to the door that led inside. Would there be a guard there? He considered, then crossed the worry off his list. Marty only had one man guarding the entire veranda. The likelihood that someone was stationed inside seemed very low.

      Peter made his way toward the home, though the home itself was not his point of interest. No, he was curious about what hid below the residence, below the opulent decor and the panoramic window views. Something unknown.

      He opened the door that led directly to the basement, praying nobody would grab the latch on the other side and surprise him. He braced himself for a flashlight in the face and a subsequent club over the head. Nothing came. He breathed a sigh of relief and continued.

      Luckily, the stairwell lights were dim. A trend, it seemed. He descended, his bare feet making slight sucking sounds on the concrete steps. There was nothing he could do about the water he tracked in. Hopefully, it would join the humidity in the air before anyone found it.

      He hit the first landing and looked right to the small vestibule that led back up to the other side of the residence. There were two men seated at a marble card table playing mahjong. Neither one looked toward the stairwell. Peter continued down the stairs on shaky legs.

      The second landing was empty of people and possessions. The third led to a hallway, the one Marty had shown him on their drunken tour of the property. Peter went there first. He wanted to make sure that it hadn't been a dream, that what he’d seen was real.

      Sure enough, the second door he found opened into an auditorium. It looked just as he remembered from his time at Berkeley. It even smelled the same, like polished wood and Scotchgard-protected seats. He walked down the center aisle to the lectern in front of the whiteboard, marveling at the detail. Even the outdated Expo logo in the bottom right corner of the whiteboard was correct. He felt under the lectern and was surprised to find petrified gum stuck there. On the ground beside the lectern was a wadded piece of paper and a half-full trash can. If Peter hadn’t known better, he would've sworn he was smack dab in the middle of California. Uncanny.

      He padded out of the auditorium, careful to ease the door shut behind him, and made his way to the next door. It was locked and had no label. Another twenty feet down, he found a fourth door. He tested the handle. Unlocked. He walked inside, and the lights flickered on.

      His heart stopped, then restarted. The lights were automatic.

      He took a moment to steady his breath, then closed the door and leaned against it. His first shock of the evening was soon replaced by another. He shook his head, not believing his eyes.

      He was standing in a 7-Eleven. Slurpee machines, refrigerators full of alcohol, shelves of chips and candy, and a hot dog roller grill surrounded him. Toward the front, he could see a spinning postcard rack and impulse shelves.

      What the ever-loving hell?

      When he got to the cashier's counter, he went behind it and opened the register. Twenties, tens, fives, ones, and change. He turned and saw the bulletin board. Tacked on top were business cards for realtors, cleaning companies, and even an AA group. All the phone numbers had the Los Angeles area code. His gaze caught on a Polaroid picture. Right in the middle of a group of smiling teenagers, he recognized a familiar face.

      Marty Hu, a teenager himself in the photo, stood with his arms wrapped around the girl and boy on either side of him. They looked like siblings at Disneyland. The photo appeared to have been taken here in this 7-Eleven replica.

      Backing away from the board, Peter knocked into the postcard rack. A few fell to the floor. Cursing under his breath, he hurried to pick them up, then arranged them as best he could, his hands trembling terribly.

      He should leave. He should leave right now.

      But he couldn't. His legs and his mind were bolted to the experience. And he hadn’t learned anything new yet, not really. He’d come here already knowing about the auditorium. He still had no proof that Marty was up to anything nefarious.

      He went through the remaining unlocked rooms in the hall and then repeated his exploration on the level below. Each new discovery was somehow shocking and yet unsurprising. By the time the alarm on his phone told him he needed to leave, he had started to make sense of Marty’s obsessive nostalgia. He even believed that he had a good picture of what his friend was trying to do. At least some of it. He had to tell someone, but who? Prescott? No, he couldn't tell that fool.

      He made his way up the stairs, past the two guards playing their game. Outside, the rain continued to fall. He wondered whether the guard under the umbrella was on his second or third cigarette now. And then a darker thought came to him. For a moment, a very brief moment, he wondered if he should go back down there, kill the two guards, and then Marty. End it all right there. But that wasn’t who he was. Yes, he was spying for another country, but he was no killer.

      Peter reached the dock and shuffled back into his wetsuit. With anxiety-ridden sloppiness, he slipped into the water. It was even colder now. He gunned the Amazon-purchased propeller, letting it pull him as he kicked his finned feet. Hurry now, he told himself. Hurry.

      For a while, he maintained the right course, his compass unwavering. Then he felt a subtle pressure, like a thread being pulled from his shoulder. He watched his compass. The degrees kept ticking away from his intended direction, even as he kept trying to adjust to the right heading. It took him ten frustrating minutes to understand.

      His downfall tonight would not be the guards, Marty Hu, or even his own failings. It would be the thing that Dr. Peter Lin respected the most: the earth itself. The tide had turned, and he’d been captured by the current.

      The vibrations at his hands ceased, and he noticed with horror that his mechanized source of propulsion had faltered. He tried to turn it back on over and over again. The face of the instrument blinked three times and finally went black. All he had now was the power of his own body.

      But the strain of the night was too much, and his arms and legs were sapped of strength. He dropped his propeller and flipped onto his back. The rain splattered his mask like thumb tacks. He removed the regulator from his mouth and breathed in deeply.

      If this is how it ends, so be it, he thought.

      At peace, he let the arms of the Pacific drag him farther from the island . . . farther out to sea . . . farther . . . farther . . .
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      JEFFREY PRESCOTT

      He awoke in a sweat. His first thought was to grab a drink, but then he remembered his promise. No more drinking, at least not for now. There was work to do. He grabbed a bottle of water instead.

      Through the fog of his hangover, he forced himself to think about what he'd experienced the night before, to relive the feeling of being followed, of being watched, of being tracked like an animal. No more. It was his turn to do the hunting.

      First, he needed to figure out who’d been surveilling him. It hadn’t been a figment of his imagination or alcohol-fueled paranoia. He could still feel that gut-twitching sensation of something being off. He also needed to figure out how long someone had been watching him.

      Maybe his surveillant was someone from the criminal underworld, someone who'd figured out his identity. For all he knew, they could have been tracking him for weeks. It wouldn't be hard to figure out where he'd been staying or what he’d been doing. He didn’t exactly try to keep himself off the map. He also needed to consider the house staff. His father employed a number of locals to maintain the property. Maybe one of the maids or the old man at the gate had been talking to friends, telling them about all the nice things in the beautiful house. Maybe the information had made it to thieves, murderers.

      Prescott shook his head, nixing the idea of criminal intent. This was Costa Rica, not Cuba or Colombia. Here, the black market and criminal underbelly followed the same motto as all the other inhabitants of the country: pura vida. They weren't quite pure, but they were easygoing. It was the Costa Rican way.

      His next suspect was the CIA.

      Because he was an employee of the United States, the government had the right to check up on him at any time. He mulled over the idea while he prepared a cup of coffee, then sat down to review every interaction he'd had with his chain of command.

      When he'd first arrived in Costa Rica, his boss, Pablo, had given him a really hard time. Gone on and on about how to protect the contacts he’d been given, contacts that Pablo had personally developed and nurtured. Had the selfish bastard sicced his own spies on Prescott? Yes, that was a very real possibility. The smug son of a bitch always seemed to get his rocks off telling Prescott what to do.

      You should be on time, Jeffrey. You need to answer your phone, Jeffrey. Be careful when you're out on the town, Jeffrey. Blah, blah, blah.

      Well, he would buckle down and really show Pablo, maybe take the man's job, maybe get him fired. That would be the best revenge. The best way to screw with him.

      The word screw stuck in his head. It twisted and turned and tumbled.

      Loose screw . . . the loose cog . . . the broken piece of the machine . . .

      The machine . . . the Prescott machine . . .

      His father.

      A lightbulb went off. Howard Prescott’s little visit to check up on his son had been less than a week ago. Coincidence? Surely not. He must have come to town under the guise of a caring father to set up a surveillance operation. The more he thought about the possibility, the more certain he became that his father was behind whatever he’d encountered last night.

      But what was the goal? Just to keep an eye on him? As far as he knew, his father had not cut him from his will. It would take a terrible act indeed for him to even consider such a move. As demanding and domineering as Howard Prescott was, he still wanted his legacy passed down to the next generation. His son knew that was naive, but as the beneficiary of his father’s antiquated view on wealth, he would not argue.

      He thought back to their conversation in the villa. Had his father dropped any hints that his ultimatum would lead to certain consequences? He would have to make a call to the lawyer who managed the Prescott trust. The man would tell him whether the will had been changed, whether he was still in line to inherit the company, even if his father had instructed him not to. Jeffrey Prescott could be convincing when he wanted.

      The caffeine kicked in, cutting through the haze in his brain.

      It was then that he remembered his hidden gem: a senior member of his father’s security staff, whom he’d kept pinned under his thumb for years, waiting for a call to action. Prescott smiled. It mattered little that he’d had to manipulate another human being to attain such an asset. In fact, he remembered the acquisition quite fondly.

      He’d been in CIA training at the time, anxious to play with the new skills he’d learned. He’d wanted a real-life subject, a challenge. One of his father’s security guards, a man of impeccable standing, had fit the bill. During one of his trips back home, Prescott had slipped a colorless and tasteless intoxicant into the man’s water bottle just before the end of his shift.

      Administering the drug hadn’t been difficult. The hard part had been managing his impatience while waiting for it to take effect. The guy had the constitution of a damn horse. When his shift had ended, he’d been well enough to get in his car and drive away.

      Only then had the drug kicked in.

      With Prescott following not far behind, the man had run off the road and slammed into a tree. Luckily, he hadn’t crashed hard enough to injure himself.

      Prescott had transferred the unconscious man to his car, obscured the totaled vehicle with foliage, and driven to a motel—one that rented rooms by the hour and didn’t ask questions. He’d concluded his trap by staging the proud security man so that he woke sprawled naked on the bed amidst a sea of cocaine lines, bras, and panties. The finishing touch had been a note left on the bureau:

      I have pictures and videos. Don't tell anyone and I won't either. I'll be in touch when I'm ready to cash in. Signed, Your Daddy.

      The next day had been the true test. Prescott had expected the security man to show up to work and tell his father what had happened, or at least what he thought had happened. But he hadn’t. He’d simply gone to work, hiding the fact that he was troubled.

      For the rest of the weekend, Prescott had watched and listened. The man had never said a word.

      And now it was time to cash in that favor for Daddy.

      Prescott logged into his untraceable email account and entered the security man's address. Daddy would like to cash in his chips, he wrote as the subject. The body of the email contained a phone number, nothing more. He coded a tiny little virus into the message that ensured the email would trash itself within minutes of being read. The code also functioned to make the message impervious to screenshots.

      Predictably, it didn't take long for his phone to ring. Prescott poured himself a third cup of coffee before answering.

      "I got your message." To his credit, his father's security guard spoke with clear and calm precision.

      "No shit, Sherlock," Prescott said, his voice garbled by the masking app. "You know what it means, right?"

      "I do."

      "I'm ready for that favor."

      "You only get one," the man said.

      Prescott had anticipated that. He told him what he needed. When the man didn't reply, Prescott asked, "Do you understand what I'm asking of you?"

      "I do. How do I know that this is over when I do what you've asked?"

      Prescott grinned. "You'll have to trust me."

      He ended the call, then removed the phone’s SIM card and cut it into pieces. He had given the man twenty-four hours. That should be plenty of time. If not, there were other ways to obtain the information he required. This was just more fun. And besides, the risk of the security man failing excited him. The thought of releasing the pictures and videos to the man's family and employer was almost as tantalizing to Jeffrey Prescott as the truth he sought.

      Jeffrey Prescott sipped his coffee and leaned back in his chair. He was playing his new game now, and that pleased him more than anything had in years. Once he had his answers, he could make his next move.

      Beware to the man or woman who got in his way.
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      THE EMPLOYEE

      He'd found the one. She was so beautiful and sweet that it made his heart hurt.

      He was careful, navigating the streets with quick precision, moving through the shadows when he could. He kept his head on a swivel, his eyes roaming all around, and made a point to check the roofs every so often.

      At the sound of a car backfiring, his heart lurched, and he almost turned back for his apartment. He could duck into a convenience store for a pack of cigarettes on the way and pretend that was the only reason he’d left. How had he rationalized his crazy idea to go out tonight? He couldn’t remember.

      He glanced at his phone, at the photo she’d sent him, and calmed. She was the reason. And she was worth the risk. He checked his messages, worried she might have reneged the invitation, but all that was there was her simple yes in answer to his text asking if she was available.

      With each step, his heart quickened, pining to be with her. He would save her from this backward country. Maybe he could bring her to America. They could get married and make love whenever he came home from work. Yes, he would save her. She was so young and so beautiful, and so smart for her age. He wanted to be her future. He wanted to be the last man she was ever with, and in turn, she would be the last woman he ever touched.

      So great was his passion in this moment that the name Marty Hu had no more power over him than a gentle breeze. Not a wise course, he reminded himself, for the recent directive had been clear: all of Mr. Hu’s employees were to follow a nightly curfew under penalty of imprisonment, or worse, a ticket back home to China to be taken care of.

      His worries melted away when she answered the door. She consumed his vision and thoughts. There was nothing else left in the world. Just her.

      She was slim, so slim and beautiful. Never mind the fact that her frailty was due in part to a scarcity of food. He would see to it that she got all she needed from now on. She wore the same look of timidity he’d come to associate with her, keeping her head bowed slightly so that a strand of her thin, black hair fell over her left eye. She dutifully froze as he reached out and pulled the strand behind her ear. He wanted to see her deep eyes and all the smooth skin around them. She was pure, an angel, and she was his.

      She waved him inside. He grabbed her hand, and she gave it a squeeze before letting go.

      "The money?" she asked.

      He pursed his lips, hesitating, then took the large wad of cash out of his pocket and laid it on the table. He hated this part. It was so crude. He loved her. He didn't want to buy her. Why did she continue to insist on making this a transaction? Didn’t she know he’d take care of her once she came with him?

      She counted the money, her eyes going just a little wide when she realized it was double the regular payment. Saying nothing, she put the bills in a side drawer and turned to him. "We have to be quiet. My mother's asleep."

      The mother. That was a complication. Most times when he'd arranged their meetings, the mother had been gone.

      "She's sick. I'm sorry, I would've told you, but—"

      He waved the explanation away. "It's okay. Maybe we can sit and talk."

      She nodded and waited for him to sit down at the table first, then took the chair across from him.

      "Do you like living here in Costa Rica?" he asked.

      "It's my home," she said simply.

      "But have you ever thought about seeing the rest of the world?"

      She perked up a little bit at that. "I'd like to go to Disneyland."

      That made him smile. It was these little childish things she often said—she was still a child, after all—that made him love her.

      "I can take you there—to America," he said. "Would you go with me?"

      She didn't answer, and for a moment he thought she was going to rebuff him, give him his money back and tell him to go. But then he realized that her gaze had shifted toward the door.

      "What is—" he started to ask.

      When he turned, he saw it. Something dark and moving like a snake, only growing, billowing. It touched his feet, and he was perversely amused when he found it didn’t hurt.

      She rose from the table, and he rose with her, meaning to protect her. She made the sign of the cross, clasped her hands together, and closed her eyes. The black cloud stifled the air, deadening the sounds of the Costa Rican night. Then the door opened, and the rest of it came in.

      “The black mist,” he whispered, the words catching in his throat.

      “El Aliento," she said, correcting him, her eyes still closed. "El Aliento de Dios."

      Fear rose from his belly to his throat. He'd been here long enough to know the translation.

      The Breath of God.

      All the light drained from the house. He could no longer see. Something clamped around his neck and squeezed. He tried to scream, but he could not even take a breath. Instinctively, he tried to reach for his throat, to claw his way free, but he found he could not move his arms. It began to pull him.

      As his feet passed through the door, he heard the girl cry out.

      "Be merciful! He never hurt me!"
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      LENA

      She checked herself in the mirror, moving her head to view all angles. With the last bit of black face paint gone, she breathed a sigh of relief. That stuff was a bitch and a half. She dried her face with a towel. The shower had been refreshing, to say the least. She couldn’t think of a more polite way to describe the hurried minutes she’d spent scrubbing her skin under the cold water. Matthew Wilcox, her companion and current benefactor, while a man of seemingly endless means, had insisted they stay “nondescript” during their time in Costa Rica. That meant poor.

      When she emerged from the bathroom, Wilcox was sitting on the couch, feet kicked up on the coffee table, a soccer game playing muted on the TV. "Ceviche or chips and salsa?"

      "Ceviche," she said. At least the damn food was good. Wilcox made all of it, adapting each recipe the slightest bit. Whether it was his adventurous spirit or preferences for certain tastes at play, she didn’t know. He augmented this particular favorite of hers with "a splash of ginger ale, just enough to make your nose envy your tongue." She requested it almost every night.

      Theirs was a complicated relationship. Not operationally, though. He was an assassin, and she was a sniper, both gifted. She often thought of him as a surrogate father with a bit of Freud sprinkled on top for shits and giggles. He was protective and bossy, she petulant and hotheaded. Maybe they were a messed-up duo, but in any case, they worked well together. For the most part.

      She'd agreed to come along with him, intrigued by the serenity he took in killing. He wasn't a psychopath. Probably just a high-functioning sociopath. But that didn’t mean he was entirely devoid of emotion. And despite what friends like Daniel Briggs and Anna Varushkin had told her about Matthew Wilcox, she saw him as an interesting and compelling counterpoint to a typical storybook hero. He was attractive in a—oh God, had she been about to say in a bad boy way? Was that what this all came down to? She cringed, pushing the thought away before it could do any more damage to her psyche.

      The ceviche, to her surprise, was ready and waiting. Why had he even asked?

      "Was it just me," he said, watching her take the first luxurious bite, "or did that smoke canister not billow as much as usual?"

      The black mist had been formulated specifically for Wilcox. By whom, he’d never said. There were many details he withheld, though she fully expected the longer she stayed around, the more he would tell her. They'd spent the last month tracking, snatching, and killing the perverts who'd been preying on Costa Rican girls. The fact that they always ended up being Chinese fueled Wilcox's rage. He hated the Chinese as much as he hated the Russians, which would impress anyone who knew of the destruction he'd laid across Russia, including the dead body of the Russian president.

      "It looked fine to me. I'm sure he didn't see you."

      Wilcox had done his homework. El Aliento de Dios was one of the many superstitions that Costa Ricans harbored. He’d thought it would be fun to capitalize on. The legend, coupled with the locals’ religious faith, formed a lethal cocktail of gullibility.

      Lena had no idea how Wilcox got his intel. She oversaw surveillance, but she hardly ever felt useful because they hadn't encountered a single instance where they’d arrived at the wrong place or the wrong time. So far, everything had been easy. Even the clean-up, as far as Wilcox had told her. He handled that part.

      She paused mid-chew. There it was: the big hairy gorilla in the room. She dropped it on his lap.

      "Are you going soft?" she said.

      He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "Repeat?"

      "I said, are you going soft?"

      "Oh, okay, good. I thought maybe my ears were clogged with tuna. You know, no one who talks like that ev—"

      "Ever lives to stutter out an apology. Yeah, yeah, whatever. Just answer the question, Matthew."

      "You think I'm going soft?"

      She forked another juicy bite into her mouth. "Are you?"

      His mouth contorted, and stretching the word into two syllables, he said, "Ne-ver."

      "So then, what are we going to do with him? Why didn’t you just kill him like the others?"

      Wilcox huffed and rose from the table.

      "Don't be a party pooper, Lena. You know how I feel about party poopers."

      She did. According to the tales she’d heard from Wilcox's own mouth, she knew that he’d exacted his revenge on Cal Stokes for his party-pooping ways by imprisoning and then kidnapping him. He’d proceeded to show Stokes exactly what his world was really like—just as he was doing now with Lena. Only Stokes hadn't fallen for Wilcox's charms, something that Lena reminded herself of often. Charms were used for trickery, and she'd been tricked in the past by her own father—well, the man she’d thought was her father.

      Despite what Wilcox believed, she was not here to become his disciple. She was here to learn.

      "So now I'm a party pooper? That's an upgrade from pain in the ass."

      Wilcox put his fists on his hips. "You heard what that girl said, didn't you?"

      "Yeah, I heard it. Now stop skirting the question. Are you going soft?"

      "Maybe." He patted his bare stomach, flexing his six-pack. "Nope. I was wrong."

      "Very funny." Sometimes his silly dodging of simple questions drove her mad. She understood why Stokes couldn't stand him.

      "So, ceviche. Another bowl, madam?"

      He made for the kitchen, but she rose and grabbed his arm.

      "Ow," he squealed, going to his knees. "You're hurting me."

      "You're being ridiculous. Get up."

      "Fine, but I'm warning you, if you become a party pooper like Cal Stokes . . ."

      He let that hang in the air for a moment, trying to get a rise out of her. She stared at him.

      "Fine. No, I'm not getting soft. Let's just say I am intrigued."

      "Intrigued?"

      "Yeah. Out of all the Chinese perverts we’ve nabbed—"

      “This again. You and the Chinese." She rolled her eyes.

      "Hey, it's not Asian hate," he said. "It's Chinese and Russian hate, and I have my reasons. Get that through your head, little princess. And anyway, these guys deserve it, preying on little girls. It's gross. They're wired wrong. We're doing the world a favor."

      "No kidding. I don't object to that."

      "Okay, so back to what I was saying before you so rudely interrupted.” He eyed her. “How many of these girls or their families have actually said something nice about these guys?"

      "None," she said.

      "Exactly. So what made her say that? Why’d she ask for mercy?"

      "I don't know. Maybe she was scared. Word's gotten around that these guys disappear and are never heard from again. At any rate, why the hell would you trust a little girl's assessment of a child predator, anyway?"

      "Pshhh," Wilcox said, sashaying into the kitchen. He took some fresh fish out of the fridge, laid a cutting board on the counter, and selected a knife from the crude block after inspecting each blade. He held the knife up to the light. "I don’t care what the girl said, but it made me pause, and that gave me time to think. I realized I'm getting bored. It's too easy, snatching these guys. You know how easy it is to make them disappear? Have you any idea?"

      "Maybe if you let me in a little, I would know."

      He ignored her comment. "There's no challenge, no adventure in this mission. It's time to take the training wheels off. We’ll ramp things up a notch."

      "I thought you wanted to do some good."

      "Of course I do. Especially with you here. But don't you ever wonder why they are here?"

      "The Chinese?"

      Wilcox rolled his eyes. "No, the Mongolians. Of course the Chinese." He began to slice into the fish, wielding his knife and carving out perfect fillets like it was nothing. Gordon Ramsay would have been proud. "There's something going on here—beyond the billions of dollars that the Chinese are investing in Central and South America."

      "It's the plantations and the natural resources. You've told me the stats."

      "Yes, obviously," Wilcox said. "But don't you smell it?" He sniffed the air, wafting it toward his nose with his free hand. "There's something more, and this guy"—he pointed with the knife toward the extra bedroom, where the latest victim of El Aliento was tied up and gagged—"knows something."

      "Okay. Let's say he does know something," she said. "You talk to him, and then what? You can’t keep him here forever."

      He shrugged, going back to his methodical slicing. "Ceviche first, talk later."

      She knew from experience that this was the way things went with Wilcox. The way it would always be. Everything was done within his timeline and no one else's.

      They ate their second bowls of ceviche in silence. It was delicious as always, and she told him as much. From the bedroom, they heard a muffled whimper. Her gorge rose, and she tasted bile.

      Wilcox smiled. "See? He’s fine."
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      JEFFREY PRESCOTT

      He nursed his orange juice while observing the small sedan that pulled into the parking lot. Right on schedule. What he wouldn't give for a shot of vodka in this bad boy. But he’d been good, and he was still off the stuff. He needed a clear mind, especially if he was going to deal with the man walking up the steps.

      He watched as his target greeted the hostess and gave the owner a hug.

      Prescott rose. "Good morning, General."

      General Hu's head turned toward him, and for a moment, Prescott thought he saw a hint of darkness looming behind the man’s eyes. Hu schooled his features and walked to Prescott, reaching out a hand.

      "I apologize, but I do not remember your name—"

      "Prescott. Jeffrey Prescott."

      "Ah, yes," Hu said, expertly feigning recognition even though the two had never met before. "Good to see you, Mr. Prescott. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a table waiting."

      Prescott didn't let go of his hand. "I'd love for you to join me for breakfast. Please. My treat."

      Hu did not attempt to control his expression this time. Annoyance flared in his steady gaze. Still, he acquiesced.

      The owner of the small cafe brought Hu a mug of coffee. "The usual, Mr. Hu?"

      "Yes, please."

      "And for your friend?"

      "I'll have the same," Prescott said.

      The owner nodded and scooted away. "Why should I have recognized you, Mr. Prescott?"

      It was a strategic question, one that could be interpreted in any number of ways. Prescott admired the man.

      "I work for the State Department." No reason he couldn't match wits.

      Raising his mug, Hu nodded in recognition. "I see. I was wondering when this might happen. You are a messenger, then?"

      Prescott tamped down the anger that swelled in his chest. "I'm not a messenger. I'm here on my own."

      Hu pursed his lips. "I think I remember now. Jeffrey Prescott, son of Howard Prescott of Prescott Technologies. Am I correct?"

      "Spot on," Prescott said. "And you are General Marty Hu, formerly of Chinese intelligence."

      Hu shrugged. "My past life is no secret, but I am a businessman now. If you would like to get into the produce business, I am your man." He sipped his coffee, staring at Prescott, waiting for a reply.

      This was the tricky part. How could he convince Hu that he was worthy of respect? He wanted Hu to bend to his will, to fear him.

      All in due time.

      "I'd like to establish a working relationship, Mr. Hu."

      "A working relationship?" Hu asked. "Why do I feel that I am about to be fleeced?"

      "It's nothing like that," Prescott said, forcing a chuckle. "I believe in mutually beneficial relationships. I win, you win."

      "I'm listening," Hu said.

      "My father's time has passed. I need help convincing him that I should take his seat at the table."

      Hu shook his head. "You rich families, always fighting over some silly legacy. Tell me, Mr. Prescott, what led you to this point? Was it because your father spanked you, or was it because he did not hug you enough as a child?"

      Prescott restrained himself from slamming his balled fists onto the table. He squeezed them in his lap instead, nails biting into palms. "I can help you, Mr. Hu. What would you say if I told you that one of your greatest assets is working for me?"

      "I'd tell you that this is a free country. If one of my people wants to take a side job, either waiting tables or shining your shoes, then so be it."

      "You and Peter Lin have been best friends since college, haven't you?"

      Hu’s brows raised. At least he’d been able to elicit some kind of reaction from the stoic man. "We have been friends for a long time. How is it that you and Dr. Lin are acquainted?"

      "I'll let you guess on that, Marty."

      "I still do not see why this should concern me, or why we are having this discussion."

      "Are you sure? We can help one another, Mr. Hu. I have resources and so do you. I bet we can come up with an arrangement that pleases us both."

      "Oh, let us come out with it already,” Hu said. “Is it correct to say that you are suggesting an exchange in which you would provide American intelligence to me for . . . what? Are you asking me to kill your father?"

      "No, it's nothing like that. I harbor him no ill will," Prescott lied. "I simply want to convince him that it's time to hand me the reins. Nothing else."

      Hu nodded and took another sip of his coffee. “And Dr. Lin?”

      “What about him?”

      “How does my old friend play into your scheme?”

      It was time for Prescott to throw the wild card—the one he hadn’t wanted to use yet. “Dr. Lin told me everything.”

      “Did he?” Hu asked, unconcerned. “Are you the one who has been hiding him?”

      Prescott’s eyes widened, and he stuttered, "I—I wasn't—"

      "So you don't have him?" Hu laughed. "You Americans, so cocky. You thought you had me, but I will only play your games just as long as it suits me to do so." He leaned in. "Here is what will happen, Mr. Prescott. Yes, we will work with one another. You will provide me with the intelligence I need, and I will think about helping you with your father."

      "I can have you killed," Prescott said, his voice flat.

      "You could, and I believe that you would try. But I doubt that your superiors would allow it." He seemed to know his words would needle Prescott. "Based on the fancy loafers that you are wearing—spotless, I might add—I doubt you are the sort of State Department employee who would kill another man."

      "You have no idea who I am," Prescott said.

      "I know exactly who you are, Mr. Prescott. You have been given everything. Why, when the first words came out of your mouth, I could still smell the silver spoon. Let me be clear so that your little mind can comprehend what is happening: you work for me now. But do not worry, it will be mutually beneficial, I promise you that. And for the record, I would not threaten to have you killed. You would just be dead. Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Prescott.” Hu settled his napkin on his lap, then met Prescott’s gaze dead on. “Do not come unannounced and disturb my morning breakfast ever again."

      The threat hung in the air as the owner of the cafe appeared with both of their meals.

      "Ah, and here it is. Jeffrey, I am sure you will love this variety of beans. It has become my favorite."

      They ate in silence for the remainder of their time together, and it was only through sheer willpower that Prescott managed to force the food down his throat.
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      SEGUNDO

      The old fisherman tidied his nets, careful to check every knot. You never knew when a good fish would get away just because you'd been careless with a tear. His grandfather had taught him that back when the fish had been bountiful enough to scoop up with your hands. Segundo smiled and continued to walk down memory lane while he went about his preparations for the day.

      A groan from the corner of the tiny hut caught his attention. He looked over. The Chinese man he'd fished from the sea two days ago had been resting peacefully up until now. Coughing, he turned to lie on his back, looking very much the same as when Segundo had first spotted him. Nearly dead, he’d been floating with arms spread wide, as if waiting for something from heaven to pick him up and carry him into the clouds.

      The old fisherman didn't feel one way or another about the Chinese. Throughout his life, many foreigners had come to his country. The Chinese were just the next up in a long line of would-be conquerors. His beloved Costa Rica was tiny and unassuming, and because of that humility, he believed they would be kept safe. Hadn't God answered their prayers and brought the black mist? That was one way to deal with foreign aggression.

      The man stirred again. Segundo hobbled over, a bottle of water in hand, and kneeled next to him. The man took the bottle and tipped it into his mouth.

      "Despacito," Segundo said. The man slowed his drinking. At least he understood some Spanish.

      "Where am I?"

      "My home, near Tamarindo. I fished you from the sea and brought you here to rest."

      The man paused to consider. He took another sip of water and cleared his throat. "Do you have a car? Is there any way you can take me home?"

      Segundo shook his head. "Just a boat. Where do you live?"

      "Pinilla."

      "I can get you there." Segundo went to the tiny table and picked up something wrapped in cloth. He handed it to the man. "Eat first."

      The man unwrapped it, finding the loaf of bread the fisherman had picked up on his rounds. It was still warm.

      "Thank you," he said. He tore off a chunk and nibbled it.

      There were no more questions for the time being. Segundo watched the man eat for a moment, taking pride in how much stronger he looked after some bread and water. The old fisherman felt connected to this young man, which was only natural considering that he had spent two long days nursing him back to health in the small hot shack.

      Segundo was accustomed to hours upon hours of dead time. He used that time to pray, to think, and to talk to himself. The slow rhythm of his life brought him joy. However, with no children and no real responsibility other than to feed and clothe himself, there were times when he succumbed to boredom or loneliness. But this miracle . . . he found he liked the adventure it had brought into his life.

      "Thank you, God," Segundo muttered, "for delivering him to me." Why else would the stranger have been dropped in his path unless he, Segundo Pasos, was trusted and loved? The thought made him smile, and despite the arthritic pain in his hands, he went about his work, understanding that not only was he a fisher of fish, but, like the Savior, he was a fisher of men.

      And so it was resolved. Wherever this stranger needed to go, Segundo would take him with quiet blessings.
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      LENA

      "Did you have to kill him so fast?" she asked, washing away the evidence of their excursion to dispose of their captive's body. It was dirty work, but necessary for their business. She was just grateful that Wilcox had let her tag along this time.

      "All of a sudden you're all tingly for that perv?" Wilcox said, hammering out a set of smooth push-ups on the floor. "You were the one who was all gung ho about it."

      "First of all, I've got no love for child molesters, okay? Get that through your melon. All I'm saying is you killed him without trying to get any more info. Maybe he would have—"

      "No, Lena. He was done. He told us everything, and wow, what a story he told, huh?"

      "You think it's true?"

      "I know it's true. Did you see the look in his eyes when I threatened to cut his nuts off?"

      "I swear, sometimes you sound like a thirteen-year-old," Lena said. "Cut his nuts off?"

      Wilcox hopped up, clicked his heels together, and saluted. "Jahwohl! Private Nutzoff reporting for duty!"

      Lena imagined Cal Stokes rolling his eyes and laughed.

      Wilcox dropped back onto the floor and began a series of crunches. "Be a doll and slap my belly like Rocky while I do these, will you?"

      Lena walked over and kicked him. Gently.

      "Abuse. Abuse," Wilcox said, pretending to cry.

      "Can you sit up so we can talk? It hurts just looking at you. I'm exhausted."

      "Like sleep," he said, "you never know when you’ll get the chance to work out." He sat up, leaning his elbows on his knees. "What is it that you want to talk about, my dear?"

      Lena feigned a gag. "What the guy said. What are we going to do about it?"

      "Well, it is pretty incredible. Even for the Chinese."

      "Do you think we should tell someone? Like someone from the American government?"

      Wilcox scoffed. "And ruin all the fun we're having in Costa Rica?"

      "Would you take this seriously for once?"

      "I am. This is me taking it seriously."

      "Okay, whatever," Lena said. "But I want to plan the operation."

      "Fine by me," Wilcox said. "I thought you'd never ask. I want to take a nap, anyway."

      She’d thought he would put up more of a fight. Wilcox was good with the details—not just good, amazing—and he knew it. Every time she thought he had stopped paying attention, he would whip out some little minutia that she’d forgotten or almost forgotten. He ran through timelines from memory while she had to write them down.

      “Would you like to give me any direction before I start?” she said.

      Wilcox shrugged. “No, I think you can handle it. Just don’t wait too long. You know how restless I get.” He reached out a hand, motioning for her to help him stand. She ignored him and began to walk away. "Hey, wait a second. There's one thing that I think you might want to know."

      Great. There was always a twist with Wilcox.

      "Fine. Give it to me," Lena said, thinking that Wilcox was going to throw on an impossible task, like completing the operation blindfolded or something else just to make it fun.

      "I've been keeping this to myself," he said. "Don't be mad?"

      "What is it?"

      "I didn't want it to distract us from what we've been doing."

      "For God's sake, what is it?"

      "Your friends are here in Costa Rica."

      "My . . . ?"

      "Cal, Daniel, Top, and Gaucho. Geez, it's like a four-way marriage."

      "They're here in Costa Rica."

      "Yah."

      "And you never told me."

      "No."

      "How long?"

      "Long enough."

      "They're looking for me."

      "Mmm, no. Don't get me wrong, they're worried about you, of course. Because of me. They don't trust me, you know."

      "Gee, I had no idea. So, if they're not here for me, then why are they here?"

      "Beats me."

      "You're lying," Lena said.

      He held up a hand. "Scout's honor. But I don't believe in coincidences. Do you?"

      "Not really."

      "Okay. So now that you know that your friends are here, especially the high-and-mighty Daniel Briggs, who I know you love—before you give me a hard time for that comment, remember I love him too. But we can’t all be warrior monks, now can we?” He titled his head. “You think he's celibate?"

      "Would you get to the point?" Lena snapped.

      Wilcox sighed. "All I was going to say is that I'll leave it up to you. You can either go see them now to let them know you're okay, or we can wait. Maybe why they're here has nothing to do with us. Then again, maybe it does. But sometimes it's kinda fun letting fate decide. Wouldn't you agree?"

      He was letting her make the decision? Lena realized that he’d been putting more and more power in her hands lately. She wondered why. While she was grateful for the opportunities and pleased that she’d earned his trust, she worried that Wilcox had a motive she couldn’t see. You never knew with him.

      "I agree," she said. "Let's see where it leads. Who knows? Maybe I'll save the day this time."

      Wilcox clapped his hands together. "Now that's the ticket. I knew we'd see eye to eye on this. I'm gonna take a nice icy shower. Don’t wait up."

      Lena watched him go and then took a seat on the sofa.

      She wasn't stupid. Wilcox had kept the presence of her friends a secret for a better reason than the one he’d given. That was not something she could ignore. They were playing chess. Now it was her move, and if it came down to it, he would have to be dealt with.

      She knew her friends would help.

      Re-energized by both the autonomy she’d been given and the fact that Daniel and company were close by, she got straight to work planning their assault on General Hu’s island—and dreaming of the day she would overtake Wilcox in every way.
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      BOB GIFF

      Bob Giff was a good man. He always had been.

      The only child in a tight-knit Methodist family, he’d been regarded by his parents as their pride and joy. An exemplary Cub Scout, and then later a Boy Scout, he’d committed himself to the straight and narrow life before he’d even known what that meant. His father had been his hero, his mother a shoulder to cry on. He’d spent his high school years excelling in school, playing mid-league basketball, and dating a handful of girls—none too seriously. In college, he’d met the love of his life and fallen head over heels.

      Against the wishes of his newlywed wife, he'd gone to the police academy. After graduation, he’d joined the force patrolling the mean streets of Baltimore—another decision his wife had protested. But Bob’s heart and mind had been set. He’d always wanted to be a protector.

      Ever the over-achiever, Bob Giff had enrolled in night classes to study the law before he’d even finished the onboarding program at his police department. Though he’d loved his life, the stress of his many endeavors eventually caught up to him. To cope, he’d found that a couple shots of Maker’s Mark were just what he needed to get him to sleep after a long night of working and studying.

      Much to his surprise, not long after obtaining his law degree, he’d been accepted into the Secret Service, once again much to his wife's dismay. Everything had always seemed to be to her dismay. She had thought that he’d gotten a law degree so he could make real money. But Bob Giff had been chasing a dream: one day, he would protect the president.

      "And how long will it take for you to get that assignment?" she’d asked him.

      He should have seen the end coming from the get-go. Bethany had always wanted something stable. Two kids, a dog, a steady income, and two weeks in Florida every year. None of that fit in with living paycheck to paycheck while waiting for the dream assignment to come.

      Fleeting moments of happiness had managed to produce two children—a boy and a girl—whom Bob Giff loved very much. When at home, he’d doted on them, sometimes falling asleep lying next to them. He’d made pancakes on the weekends and stopped in for school lunches. Those had been the good times.

      He’d transferred to the counterfeit department a few years into his employment with the Secret Service, which, much to his family’s excitement, had meant more reasonable hours. Even Bethany had been happy for a while—until the job had bored him, and he’d found a new opportunity that suited his personality to a tee: junior protection details. He’d taken the new role and vowed to impress his superiors. As a result, he’d spent every spare moment he could find helping his colleagues and volunteering for all the odd hours, pickup jobs, and on-call shifts . . .

      When he looked back now, he realized those were the days that had finally cut through his marriage.

      At home, Bethany had avoided his gaze. She’d spent their time together texting constantly, her phone often dinging in the middle of the night. She’d said her sister was having marital problems. It had been a good enough lie. One they could both live with.

      Bob had found respite in the bottle.

      The bottle had allowed him to see straight. The bottle had allowed him to sleep. All hail the bottle, for it had given Bob Giff the ability to survive his slowly upturning life.

      And yet, oddly enough, it hadn’t been the bottle that had taken him down. It had been his damn knees.

      They'd bothered him ever since a fall he’d taken one college spring break many years ago. How had it happened? Had he been on top of the car getting sprayed with beer, or had he been the one doing the spraying? He’d been on top of the car, he thought . . .

      What difference did it make? He'd fallen. No more basketball to look forward to, just a lifetime of worsening aches.

      By his thirties, the pain had become impossible to hide. Caught grimacing by a senior official, he’d endured a whirlwind of doctors, X-rays, and MRIs. The result? They’d declared him unfit for duty to protect the president. It was on that day that his true downward spiral began.

      Stuck at home with his misery and failures haunting him, his conflicts with his wife had escalated—never to violence, but always to shouting. He’d resented her because she wouldn't sleep with him. Because her judgment of him had seemed relentless. But in hindsight, he knew most of the blame belonged to him.

      Deeper and deeper, he’d fallen into the bottle.

      Then one day, he had woken up on the kitchen floor, his little girl staring down at him.

      "Daddy, are you okay?" she’d asked.

      "My head hurts," he’d slurred to her. "And my knees. And . . . my life."

      He’d sat up, hugged her, and cried like he'd never cried before.

      The next day, he had gone to his first meeting.

      They’d told him to get a sponsor, so he’d found one. They’d told him he needed to work through the steps, so he’d committed.

      And to his surprise, it had worked.

      But sobriety hadn’t helped his marriage. By then, the chasm between Bethany and him had been too wide. A month after they’d finalized their divorce, she’d married a doctor in a little town in North Carolina. The two of them had bought the biggest house in town, eventually becoming the most well-known family around. To this day, Bethany and her new hubby were still together, living their picture-perfect dream lives with the children they had taken from him.

      While Bob Giff had struggled with both sobriety and happiness, his kids had pulled further and further away. He’d suspected Bethany's influence. Video calls had turned to phone calls, and his court-mandated visits had dwindled. They’d blamed the growing distance on their busy lives, and he’d blamed it on teenage angst. None of the excuses had prevented any of it from hurting.

      At work, the Secret Service had nudged him to the sidelines. He’d taken the hint and gone his own way, journeying into the private sector. After a few hiccups, he’d found a home.

      He liked Howard Prescott. He respected Howard Prescott. Howard Prescott was a man of means, but a man of few requests. He treated his staff well. He always threw them a Christmas party, and he gave every employee extra time off before the new year, even going so far as to send them home with presents for their children. When Howard Prescott had found out that Bob was divorced, he’d asked if he could mail his kids presents that year, and the year after that, and the year after that. Bob Giff was extremely loyal to Howard Prescott.

      Bob stared down at his aching knees. He had just woken up. The pain was always worse in the morning. At just over fifty years of age, he wondered how much worse his arthritic joints would feel in twenty years. He wouldn’t find out. He had just done the unforgivable—he had betrayed the trust of the man who'd helped save his life—and he wasn’t sure he could bear the guilt. All because of one mistake. A mistake he didn’t even believe he’d made.

      In the years since his divorce, there had been times when he’d stumbled in his sobriety. But every time, he’d followed the steps and moved forward. Every time except the last.

      He recalled the details of his most recent relapse with anger simmering in his belly.

      He had woken up one morning in an unfamiliar motel, covered not only in booze, but cocaine as well. There’d been bras and panties strewn about. And a terrible note on the dresser.

      Despite going over every detail in his head, he had never been able to understand what had caused his slip. He’d been happy at the time—as happy as he ever was after his divorce. What really threw him was the involvement of the white stuff. He’d never had any urge to try cocaine, even at his lowest.

      In confessing his transgressions to his sponsor, he’d taken responsibility but questioned the trigger.

      "You need to stop looking for a scapegoat," his sponsor had said. "You caused your relapse."

      Bob had picked up a silver chip to start his sobriety over, but he’d known deep in his gut that he'd been framed.

      And even though he had no proof, he was now sure that his manipulation had come at the hands of Jeffrey Prescott.

      Masking tools like the one Daddy had used during their call could hide voices, but no form of technology could hide intent. Who other than Jeffrey Prescott, the pretty-boy son of a bitch who had dedicated his life to making his father miserable, would ask for the details of Howard’s surveillance on his son?

      What Jeffrey had against his father, Bob did not know.

      What he did know was that Jeffrey Prescott must have used the tools he'd learned in the agency to turn Bob into his little puppet. And Bob Giff, against everything he stood for, had been given no choice but to dangle and dance for his master.

      He’d called Jeffrey Prescott back this morning to confirm that Howard had sent the surveillance team. He’d even shared the identity of the group conducting the surveillance. Why? Because Jeffrey had tacked on a threat to Bob’s family at the last minute, giving him no time to think of a way around divulging the information.

      Bob Giff shook his head, tears running down his face. He had failed the only person left on this planet who cared about him. He considered going to Costa Rica to take care of the problem himself, but he knew his knees wouldn’t allow it.

      Numb, he wrote a letter to Mr. Howard Prescott. He sealed it away in a small white envelope and left it on the table in the guard shack, ashamed that he was too cowardly to walk into the main house and deliver it to the man himself. But he was tired, and he was afraid. And he hurt. Everything—his whole life—hurt.

      He had worked to become something noble. A protector. An honest, good man.

      But what Bob Giff did not know when he went home and swallowed his pistol was that he was still a good man, and that a manipulated indiscretion could never change that.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    




      GENERAL HU

      "You understand your orders?" General Marty Hu asked the two men lounging in the chairs on the other side of his desk.

      Both nodded their affirmation.

      If they'd been on the mainland, they would've been standing at attention, barking their replies. But this was what he'd trained them for. Marty was impressed by their attention to detail. They were two of his favorites. In fact, he'd personally plucked one of them from the streets of Beijing, where the man had been hustling seniors for cash through chess and mahjong. The other was his brother.

      "Now, tell me again where you are from," Marty said, looking at the man on the right.

      The brothers stared at one another for a moment, then the older answered.

      "Born and bred in Waukesha, Wisconsin." Perfect syntax. Perfect accent.

      "Good. And you remember you can call me the way I showed you?"

      Again, both men nodded.

      Marty rose, walked around the desk, and hugged them both. They were like his children, and he was proud of them. "You will do well. Enjoy America . . . but not too much."

      Once they were gone, Marty opened his laptop and scrolled through the images he’d received in his inbox that morning. The first photo showed an unusual pair: a tall black man—Marty estimated he was close to seven feet—and a short, Hispanic-looking man with a strange beard. The next photo was of a good-looking young man walking a dog, some sort of pointer, while talking on a phone. He had a look on his face that Marty could only describe as aware. The last image was blurry, but he could make out a man with blond hair. His features were not quite distinguishable, but Marty’s people had confirmed that the man was staying with the others.

      These were the spies that had been sent to keep an eye on Jeffrey Prescott. They would have to be dealt with if Marty's plans were to come to fruition.

      Sitting back in his chair, Marty dreamed up creative ways to dispose of the interlopers. If he were in China, he would've sent a company of policemen. It was easy enough to do in a country where the government held absolute power. But here in Costa Rica, he would have to be more subtle. Marty did not want the small country’s government to know about his involvement in the disappearance of the spies. He'd spent too much time cultivating their trust to ruin it on something so trivial.

      And yet, maybe he could use those relationships . . . something to think about.

      Marty sighed, his mind traveling to the nuisance that was Jeffrey Prescott. The man symbolized everything wrong with modern American intelligence. Gone were the days of “Wild Bill” Donovan and the legion of great minds under his command, all bred for war. The CIA now ran on the limited brain power of silver spoon-fed twerps like Prescott. What a dreadful state of affairs for a once-proud nation.

      Though Prescott annoyed him, Marty wondered if perhaps the man’s appearance had been a blessing in disguise. After all, he could use a back channel to the CIA. What more perfect conduit than this piddling little milksop of a spy? Easily molded, easily handled, easily manipulated.

      Marty looked over at the pictures on his wall: Jeff Bezos, Elon Musk, Richard Branson, Bill Gates, and Warren Buffett. He would be in their class soon.

      Marty went to his bookshelf and pulled out his dog-eared copy of How to Win Friends & Influence People. Thoroughly highlighted and full of notes in the margins, the book was one of his favorites. He knew most of it from memory. But still, proper preparation was key. When it came time for Marty to rub elbows with his fellow billionaires, he would need to think like one of them.

      And he would need to be better than them.

      He replaced the book and grabbed another well-worn title: The Art of War.
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      PETER LIN

      Peter heaved at the pungent smell of fish mingling with the old man’s body odor. His weak gag reflex surprised him. He'd experimented with all manner of compost during his career. He'd even visited countries that used human waste to fertilize fields. None of that had ever fazed him, but his experience with the ocean in recent days had turned his stomach against all things born of the sea.

      At one point, the man had tried to give him some fish to eat. Peter had accepted the offering and done his best to keep the food down. He’d failed, vomiting onto the floor. When he’d staggered to his feet to clean the mess himself, the old fisherman had waved him away with an admonishment to get his rest. Peter had listened and sat on his cot with another loaf of bread while the old man had patiently wiped up his vomit.

      Now, as Peter gripped the edge of his cot and stared at his bread, the memories of what he'd seen on Marty Hu’s island returned to him in strobes. He had to stop his old friend, but how? He was feeble and hours away from where he was supposed to be. And before he could consider taking down Marty’s operation, he needed to come up with a story. He had no doubt that people were searching for him. Given the right amount of time, he would be found.

      And if Marty hadn’t already suspected Peter’s betrayal, his disappearance would fast-forward their collision.

      The old man returned from lunch, and Peter asked for more fish, knowing full well his body craved protein. Skeptical of the request, the old man obliged nonetheless and handed him a small piece. Peter peeled off tiny, tender white flakes and pressed them into his remaining bread, folding the crust over to form a sort of pocket. He nibbled on the quasi-sandwich carefully, breathing through his nose to suppress his gag reflex.

      He managed to eat every bite, though he’d needed extra water for his parched throat. His thirst, like his nausea, refused to leave him. He sat still on his cot and waited to make sure the food stayed safe in his belly. All the while, Peter crafted a story about going out for a swim and being pulled to sea. He would stick close to the truth as much as possible. That way, the old fisherman would confirm his story should he be questioned.

      "How long before we can head home?" he asked, trying to keep his voice from sounding desperate—like a prisoner.

      The fisherman frowned. "It is too soon. Like a tree, you'll fall." He mimed a falling tree with his stiff, muscular arm.

      "I have to get back soon. My work is very important."

      The sea-weathered man stood taller. His voice as clear as Peter had ever heard it, he said, "It's not your time to go. Not yet." He followed this by making the sign of the cross.

      Did he believe he was on some mission from God?

      The old fisherman did not speak anymore after that, which was fine. He took the wooden plates away, and Peter attempted to rise from the cot. His legs trembled like weak twigs. He tried to bend down but fell over, just managing to catch himself before he could face-plant.

      Out of breath from that tiny exertion, he accepted that his near-death experience had taken its toll. But still, after he regained his normal heartbeat, he tried again. And again and again. Lathered in sweat and breathing like he'd just run a marathon, Peter kept going, kept pushing. He had to recover his strength. He had to get in fighting shape. He had to get back.

      Because with a sinking feeling deep in his gut, Peter knew that the more time he spent languishing on the little boat, the hotter Marty Hu's engine of destruction would burn.

      He bent down into a squat and stood back up, the vision of Marty’s intended future playing before his eyes.

      I'm going to stop it, Marty, he thought. No matter what it takes.
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      CAL STOKES

      "This smell like rotten fish to you?"

      "Smells like a beautiful day in Costa Rica to me," Daniel said as he completed another jump squat.

      "I think he sniffed us out."

      Daniel took a swig from a three-liter jug of Poland Spring. "Remind me, what was it that Pablo told you about him?"

      "He said Prescott isn't exactly James Bond."

      "Exactly. There you have it."

      "Uh-huh," Cal said. "And yet he's disappeared. Like, completely." He leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling of their rented villa. "I told Top and Gaucho to spend the day at the beach. If this goes on much longer, I'm telling Howard Prescott we're pulling the plug."

      Daniel smiled. "You've had enough of paradise?"

      "I didn't say that. Although I told the staff to stop making us breakfast." He patted his stomach. "I don't know how much more of this food I can take. It's too good."

      "I won't argue there."

      Cal sighed, resigned to another wasted day of surveillance. And then it happened.

      "Holy . . . he's back." Cal leaned in and squinted at his screen.

      Daniel approached the computer, and both men watched as Jeffrey Prescott waved to the old guard at the gate. He parked in the driveway and took his time getting out of the car. Leisurely, as if tired from a long trip, he pulled a duffel bag from the back seat. He tossed the bag onto the hood, then closed the car door and leaned against it, chatting into a set of wireless earbuds.

      "The bastard went on vacation," Cal said.

      They watched Prescott smile, laugh, and then tap at the bud to end the call.

      "Probably a date for tonight," Daniel said.

      "You think?"

      "Look at that smile."

      Prescott spent the rest of the day working poolside. He looked recharged. Re-energized. Daniel and Cal took turns watching.

      Cal's phone rang. It was Pablo.

      "SSI, expert dry cleaning, how may I help you?" Cal said. Work—or the lack thereof—had definitely gotten to him.

      "Um . . ." Pablo stammered.

      "Sorry. What's up?"

      "Just got a call from our friend. He apologized for his disappearance. Said that he needed a couple of vacation days but that he was ready to dive back into all his cases."

      “Do you believe him? Do you really think he went on vacation?”

      Pablo paused. “I don’t know, Cal. He’s spent more time chasing booze and women than cases down here, so I wouldn’t put an impromptu trip past him. But I wouldn’t underestimate him, either. He did make it through the farm . . . somehow.”

      "Righto, is that it?"

      "That's it. He sounded chipper."

      "Okay, thanks, Pablo." He disconnected the call. "Well, I guess we're back on."

      This time, they weren't taking any chances. With dusk approaching, Cal and Daniel took their show on the road, setting up the laptop in their small-but-rugged rental SUV. Wherever Jeffrey Prescott went tonight, they were going to follow.

      It started like every other night: Prescott dressed to the nines, probably doused with cologne, zooming off toward the same club from which he’d disappeared. He wasn't hard to tail, and Cal wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. It felt too easy.

      They followed along, their guards on high alert. When they reached the right turn off the main drag that led to the club, Prescott surprised them and took a left instead.

      "Huh," Cal said. "Liquor store run?"

      "None for me, thank you."

      "I was talking about—" Cal saw the grin on his friend's face and rolled his eyes. There was only one thing Cal could think of that would make the sober, strait-laced sniper crack a joke, and that was the anticipation of battle. Cal felt it too. His blood hummed with it.

      They drove farther east, away from the small town, and then through even smaller towns. They turned onto a dirt road for a while, and then a patch of cobblestone, then back to a dirt road, then back to pavement. An hour and a half had passed since their turn off the main drag.

      "How long do you think this traffic will last?" Cal said.

      "Good question. It's getting late. We're not going to be able to keep out of sight for much longer."

      "You think we should call Neil and ask him to track?"

      Daniel took out his phone, glanced at it, then showed Cal the screen. "No signal."

      "Great. Well, thank God the GPS still works. And I don't know about you, but I have Prescott's taillights memorized."

      "Same."

      Unease crawled up Cal’s spine. Instinct told him that they were either going to lose Prescott or become sucked into some trap. He didn’t want to consider that possibility—he wanted to believe Prescott was too stupid to pull off a move like that—but Pablo’s warning echoed in his ears.

      "I don't like this."

      "Keep going," Daniel said, surprising Cal.

      They continued following another fifteen minutes. The sinking feeling in Cal's stomach intensified. Daniel kept his eyes locked ahead. They were on the worst road yet—all dirt and full of holes. Twice they'd had to slow down to cross through creeks overflowing from the rain that morning.

      "There," Daniel said, pointing. "Four cars ahead."

      Prescott's taillights went red as he turned left. Cal glanced at the GPS. He could barely see the line symbolizing the road Prescott had turned onto. Luckily, there was another not far away.

      Daniel, reading his mind, said, "Take the next one. We just got a signal. I'm gonna text Pablo and share our location."

      Cal slowed as he drove by where Prescott had turned. He watched the agent pull up to the gate of some sort of plantation. It looked like a fairly large operation. It was too dark for Cal to tell exactly how big it was, but from what he could see, the place had a guard shack. Good thing they hadn’t tried to follow right behind Prescott. Cal doubted that the lost-tourist act would work with the guard.

      "You think he's just meeting up with one of his contacts?" Cal said.

      "Well, Pablo just texted back. Prescott has an informant who works out here but he has strict orders to keep their meetings in town."

      "Okay, so we go in."

      "Let’s do it."

      The car behind them honked. Apparently, Cal was going too slow. He waved to their high beams and flicked on his signal. A hundred yards past Prescott’s turn, Cal guided their SUV onto a dark road. He slammed the brakes before the wheels had a chance to straighten. Their intended path was little more than a tree-lined nook. Cal cut the headlights, ending their visibility of the high fence tucked behind the trees.

      "You think it's electrified?" Cal asked.

      "Probably not, but I'll check."

      Daniel got out of the car and walked into the trees. He tapped the back of his hand against the fence three times in rapid succession. Cal thanked his friend under his breath for taking that bullet. He’d been zapped a few times in similar situations, and it was never a pleasant experience. But so long as you refrained from grabbing the fence full-on, you were okay. That didn't mean you wouldn’t get a helluva jolt that numbed your arm for a good five minutes afterward, though.

      Daniel put his hands to his hips, surveyed the fence back and forth, then returned to the car. "No electricity and no cameras. I say we go in."

      Daniel seemed especially eager tonight, Cal thought. That gave him pause. Every time Daniel Briggs had that look in his eye, it meant that something was about to hit the fan.

      They got to work searching for an entry point. Before long, they found a place where some enterprising escape artist—probably one of the employees of the plantation—had cut a hole through the fence and jerry-rigged it shut with plastic cable ties. They took care slipping through, fully expecting spotlights to blare. None came.

      Daniel paused. He was in his element now, Cal knew, allowing nature to come to him, acclimating to the sight and sounds of the night.

      Daniel motioned to follow.

      "Keep an eye out for snakes," he said.

      "What do you think I've been doing ever since we got to Costa Rica?" Cal returned, only half joking.

      They started walking, and Cal kept one eye on the ground.
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      GAUCHO

      Gaucho sipped his beer and savored the hoppy aftertaste. He and Top had been gifted the night off after their team of four had switched to twenty-four-hour shifts. At least that way they could enjoy their time in Costa Rica in rotations. Aside from the slip Prescott had given them that night in the club, the rest of the trip had been pretty boring. But that was part of the job. Gaucho had spent much of his career waiting around. It was what the military gave you. It was what his current profession doled out as well.

      "You think Daniel ever gets bored?" Gaucho asked. They hadn't heard from their partners tonight. Probably another uneventful watch.

      Daniel’s name cued Liberty to stand up and put her head in Gaucho's lap. He stroked her.

      "Daniel's a man just like you and me," Top said. "God made us all the same. It's just that Daniel learned to use his gifts better than, say, our boy Prescott."

      "Why do you think his daddy wanted us to follow him?"

      Top stroked his chin like a university professor. "Jeffrey's not exactly a chip off the old block. Howard used to work twenty-hour days, even after he made his billions. I’ll bet they clash pretty hard."

      "I don't know how people do that," Gaucho said. "I need my sleep, you know what I mean?"

      "You mean you're not going to start posting pictures of your watch at three thirty in the morning when you wake up?"

      Gaucho laughed at the jab toward a particular special operator-turned-celebrity.

      "Not even if you paid me."

      Their attention shifted from the beach to the outdoor bar as five men arrived, laughing loudly. They were all of Asian descent and bigger than most of the men he knew. Not as big as Master Sergeant Willie “Top” Trent, though. No one else was that big. They looked like football players. Gaucho watched them for a couple seconds. When they made a beeline for the bar, he shifted his attention back to the beach.

      "Big boys, those," Top said. "They're American."

      Gaucho agreed. The group was speaking loudly. Obnoxiously, some might argue. They’d probably pregamed before coming here. Definitely Americans.

      Gaucho went back to thinking about their recent boredom. He wasn't bored now. Sitting next to his best friend, sipping on a beer, smelling the ocean . . . You couldn't be bored with all that.

      Liberty perked up, jerking to attention at Gaucho’s side, back ramrod straight. He could feel the tension when he put his hand on her side. He realized she was looking back at the bar.

      "Mind if we join you?" a voice said from behind them.

      Gaucho turned to find the group of partiers waiting for permission to join. There were five altogether, and each one had a beer in both hands. They looked friendly. Gaucho wondered what was wrong with Liberty. She was usually easygoing unless rounds were flying downrange.

      "Please do," Top said, motioning to the chairs on either side. "Want us to move down?"

      "No, no, you guys stay right there. I’m getting sick of these two, anyway."

      Three went to one side, two to the other. The guy who'd done the talking for his friends introduced himself. "Franklin Templeton," he said, reaching out to shake Top and Gaucho's hands.

      "Like the bank?" Top asked.

      "Global investment firm," the man corrected. "But no relation."

      Liberty and her stiff tail hadn't moved.

      "I’m Gaucho, and this guy’s Top.” Gaucho pointed his thumb at Top. “I gotta ask—you guys are, like, really big. I mean, not as big as my buddy over here, but—"

      "Oh jeez," Top said.

      "What?"

      "You’re being rude, Gaucho. You don’t go around calling out people’s sizes.” Top turned to address the group. “Forgive my illustrious companion here. He's a lifelong friend and will give you the shirt off his back, but he's got as much tact as a fart in church."

      "It's okay," Franklin said. "We get it all the time. We're football players."

      "High school football?"

      "At first. Then the University of Michigan came calling."

      Gaucho took a swig of his beer. Something didn’t seem right. He could probably count the number of Asian professional football players on one hand. They made up something like 1 or 2 percent of the league. He was sure college football wasn’t much different. What were the odds of five on one team? And with all the recent diversity initiatives in football, wouldn’t their recruitment have been a shiny story in the news cycle? Not that he paid much attention to college football news. In any case, the young men’s story sounded surreal. And their presence here . . . it felt staged.

      The conversation wore on and more beers were delivered by the bucket. Still, Liberty did not relax her guard. Her eyes stayed fixed on Franklin Templeton. Gaucho tried everything he could to calm her, to settle her down on the cool sand. Nothing worked.

      "I'm going to hit the head," Gaucho said, rising from his chair. "Anyone need anything from the bar?"

      "I'll come with you," the one sitting next to him said.

      "Me too," Franklin added. "I could fill up a horse trough."

      Gaucho took a step, and Liberty stayed right there with him, glued to his leg.

      "You stay here, girl."

      But when he kept walking, so did Liberty, her eyes glued to Franklin.

      Then he heard a low, deep growl emanating from Liberty’s chest, and three things happened at once.

      First, the kid who’d volunteered to join him at the restroom rushed forward.

      Second, Franklin Templeton's beer bottle flipped over in his hand, went up, over, and down.

      And third, absolute mayhem broke out.
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      FRANKLIN TEMPLETON

      His name was Franklin Templeton, and he was from Grand Rapids, Michigan. At least, that’s what his passport said. What he himself had learned to believe.

      He was a football player. All five of them were. And it was true that they were going to Michigan to play. They just hadn’t been recruited yet. The men—they were men now, no longer boys—had spent the last six months in Costa Rica doing three workouts a day to ensure they made the team during walk-on tryouts. No use going all the way to Michigan to be placed on the practice squad.

      None of them had been born in Florida, California, or Michigan. But if someone ever got curious, that was where their investigation would lead. And if they tried to go any deeper, they’d come up empty. The men’s identities and histories had been professionally buried. Ling Mao, the young boy who’d been taken from his village to train for the Chinese Olympic team, was now a ghost in Franklin Templeton’s mirror. He had been a ghost ever since that fateful day in training.

      On that day, a man had come to visit. A man who’d smiled much more than the rest of Ling Mao's superiors. He’d said he was there to select one lucky boy or girl to go to America. He’d chosen Ling Mao. For the next ten years, through a series of foster parents, he’d spent time in San Francisco, New York, Milwaukee, Tallahassee, and Scottsdale.

      He didn't know the exact histories of his four future teammates, but he did know that they had all gone through the same sort of journey. They'd all been told to assimilate, to look and sound American. That had been the first and foremost rule upon arriving in the United States. The second rule, no less important, had been to answer to whatever new names they'd been given. The names had varied as much as the foster parents and hometowns. Ling Mao had gone by nine names in his life. But Franklin Templeton would be the last.

      The men were close to achieving the life they’d spent the last eighteen years earning. Soon, they would go to university together. They would play football, get drunk, and sleep with women. But they would never get in trouble. And they would never, ever talk about their pasts.

      Franklin’s thoughts turned to the man who’d put everything in motion: General Marty Hu. They owed everything to him, which was why they were currently on the beach, laughing with the two men from the photo he’d given them. Tonight, they would get as much information from Top and Gaucho as they could. Then they would take them down. Five against two, the odds were in their favor. Even if Top was big enough to make their large statures seem small.

      Waiting for the right moment to strike, the five young men took their time chatting with Top and Gaucho. They talked football, the beach, and sushi vs. ceviche. Despite attempts to redirect the conversation, they garnered no useful information from the two men. Then Gaucho rose to go to the bathroom. Franklin determined that they had learned as much as they were going to without involving proper persuasion. It was now or never. He threw his friends a wink, and the battle began.

      Despite all his training and mental preparation, the bottom of Franklin’s stomach dropped out as he flipped his beer bottle to bring it down over Top's head. This fight would be nothing like the hits he took on the football field, and he knew it.

      Something stopped his bottle en route. It was Top's huge hand, clamped onto his wrist.

      "You shouldn't have done that," Top said.

      For a split second, he froze with fear. And in that second, he was no longer Franklin Templeton, the hulking football man, but Ling Mao, the helpless child. He snapped out of it.

      Sensing two of his companions coming up behind him, Franklin used the distraction of their appearance to push away from the seven-foot menace. Given that Top was sitting low to the ground in a chair, facing the other direction, Franklin expected an awkward and delayed counterattack. Still, he hopped backward with the agility of a champ, far enough away to ensure he had time to anticipate whatever move Top made next.

      Any advantage Franklin thought he held disappeared when Top leaped straight out of his chair and up into the air like he'd been spring-loaded. The giant turned his body as he flew, and before Franklin knew what was happening, something like a sledgehammer cracked into his chin, snapping his head back. As he hit the sand, he recognized the thing for what it was: Top's knee. Sonofabitch.

      Top left him to join the other five men in a sea of pulverizing fists and knees and elbows and feet. Franklin blinked away the fog in his head and pushed himself up on an elbow. He felt around his face. His jaw had to be broken, but adrenaline was numbing it for now.

      A scream caught his attention, and he looked back to the flurry of fighting. One of his friends was on the ground, clutching his groin. A second was struggling for traction in the sand beside him, all the while holding that damn dog at arm’s length as it snapped and snarled like some wild, rabid beast. An opportunity of faltering reflex was all the dog needed to prevail, and it got just that a moment later when his friend’s elbow gave way. The dog latched its jaw onto his wrist. Trapped and vulnerable, his friend could do nothing but cower and fight off the dog as Gaucho approached and landed a fist on the side of his head. His friend howled over the sickening sound of cracking bone.

      Two men down. Where are the others?

      Franklin craned his neck over the arm of a chair and saw that Top had another of his friends by the throat, his meaty hand clutched around the poor guy's windpipe. The fourth and last of Franklin’s companions was bear-hugging Top from behind, latched on tight like a 245-pound pack. Ignoring the burden on his back, Top sent the choking man flying through the air with a swift thrust. He then whirled around, grabbed the back of the fourth man’s neck, and flipped him over his shoulder.

      Franklin jumped forward, then realized that he’d been standing while watching his final two friends go down. How had he gotten to his feet? Pain began to ooze its way into his jaw. It intensified with each moment that passed, his anger flaring right along with it.

      Top stormed toward him, heaving with fury—not exhaustion—as he stared down at Franklin.

      "You're going to tell me what the hell is going on," Top ordered.

      "Screw you," Franklin said, steadying himself to keep from wobbling. "We're just having some fun."

      The dog walked over, growling with teeth bared, and stood next to Top.

      "Good girl. Good girl . . ."

      "Well, that was interesting," Gaucho said, stepping up beside them.

      Franklin was not a runner. The only way out was to fight. He made his move.

      He swung, bracing for impact, resolute in his decision to battle to the end. He would come out ahead because that’s what he always did. Had he not won every fight he'd ever fought?

      His fist made impact, but with Top’s palm instead of his face. How had that happened? And why wasn’t he releasing his tight grip around Franklin’s fist?

      The answers no longer mattered once the crushing began.

      Franklin Templeton did not know fear. He did not know pain. He hadn’t experienced either. But Ling Mao had. And Ling began to scream.

      Top spoke softly through gritted teeth. "You're going to tell me what the hell you're doing here. Are you listening to me? You tell me, or I'm going to crush your hand into chalk dust and then slam your nose into the back of your brain."

      The dog let out a vicious bark as if to accentuate the point.

      He did not doubt the man's words. His opponent was a titan.

      A new feeling coursed through him. Something terrible.

      Shame.

      He was losing. And as he came to grips with his failure, he also came to grips with the truth: Franklin Templeton had been an illusion. Beneath it all, he’d never stopped being Ling Mao. It didn’t matter how many names or families or lessons he went through. He would always be the scared little boy from a world far away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in Mandarin. It was the first time he’d used his native tongue in six years. He willed the apology to reach all those he owed it to.

      General Marty Hu. His friends. His country. His ancestors.

      He tongued the back of his mouth. His jaw hurt like hell. Everything hurt like hell. It would be okay, though. Everything would be okay. No more pain. No more shame.

      The capsule was still intact. He hadn’t swallowed it with the blow.

      He worked past the swelling of his jaw and bit down. Tears blurred his eyes, filling his vision until he could no longer make out the image of the man crushing his fist.

      A foul taste spread along his tongue, slithered down his throat.

      It had been a good life. A life of meaning.

      Born Ling Mao, he would now die Ling Mao.

      His mind was already gone when he hit the sand.

      And in one final act of service to their country, the five young men took their last breaths, leaving the two Americans and the dog to wonder what the hell had just happened.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS

      They split up. Cal went left and he went right. All for the best. It was in solitude that he felt the most connected to his environment and the most useful to his team.

      The structure was much bigger than it looked from the road, which was really saying something. There were multiple buildings connected by interlocking walkways. Dim lighting illuminated the way for the lazy guards walking their posts. Pleased that he didn’t see spotlights or anything motion-activated, Daniel crept forward.

      It was a snooping expedition. Get eyes on Prescott, see who he was meeting with, and then drive home.

      Daniel checked his cell phone. The signal was gone again. That was fine. Cal could take care of himself.

      Quiet but quick, he walked over the rows of prepared earth. Soft beneath his feet, the bare plots smelled of fertilizer and fresh-turned soil.

      As he closed the distance to the guards, he had to duck down low, chest to the ground. He took some earth, covered his hands in it, and then rubbed all over his face and neck. There was nothing he could do about his hair. Hopefully, it wouldn't matter.

      Hidden in the shadows of the field, he watched for a few minutes, learning the guards’ intervals. He then used the information to maneuver close to one of the buildings. He'd timed it perfectly. A guard walked past, cigarette dangling from his mouth. The trail of smoke wafted his way. Daniel winced. It wasn't a cigarette, but a potent, skunky strain of marijuana. Maybe that would work to Daniel's advantage. Dulled senses on the defense.

      Only a few of the windows in the buildings showed lights on. Cleaning crews, he imagined, or someone burning the midnight oil. There were still cars here, though not many. He crept toward the parking lot and found a position that gave him an expansive view.

      Prescott was leaning against his car, his stance and expression casual as he talked into his cell phone. How was he getting a signal? Some local provider? Daniel made a mental note to consider this later.

      Still in conversation, Prescott began to move. This was the tricky part. Daniel didn’t know the layout, so he couldn’t guess what kind of situation Prescott would lead him into. If his destination was one of the fields, there was no way Daniel could follow. If he was going somewhere with just one way in and out, well, that posed a problem too. Unable to prepare, Daniel’s only option was to go in blind and stay smart about it.

      Prescott entered the main building. Daniel started to follow, but was interrupted as another car pulled into the lot. Three men dressed in guard uniforms piled out. The night shift. The on-duty guards left their posts to greet their compatriots. Daniel used the distraction and slipped into the building.

      It smelled like the inside of the reptile exhibit at the zoo: wet and a little moldy. Unfortunately, automatic lights flickered on as he entered. He looked ahead. As he’d feared, he saw only one path in and out. Good for finding Prescott, bad for moving about undetected.

      He continued forward.

      As he walked under the bright fluorescent lights, he began to feel a little foolish with camouflage on his face. What he needed now was a bathroom to wash it off. He'd just found the sign for the unisex restroom when he heard Prescott's familiar voice coming from farther down the hallway. Daniel stayed still, but the voice grew louder. Prescott was on his way back.

      Daniel slipped into the bathroom, hoping that Prescott didn't need to go. He listened at the door as Prescott's voice got closer. He was still chatting on the phone. Then the voice passed, and Daniel inched the door open, watching his target stroll back toward the main entrance.

      Daniel looked down at his phone and saw that he had a little bit of a signal. Maybe Cal was checking his phone too. He shot off a quick text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Prescott's headed back toward the parking lot through the main building.

      

      

      

      

      

      The message bounced back with an error.

      Dammit.

      He poked his head out again. Prescott was gone, and there was no trace of his chatty voice. Despite coming out all this way, it didn't seem like Prescott was trying to elude anyone or hide. Strange.

      Daniel rinsed his face, making sure there was no dirt left on his person. He dried off and made his way down the hall. The first door he found led to a warehouse. When he peeked inside, he estimated that it was close to fifty thousand square feet. Crates and boxes were piled up here and there, but the room was otherwise empty. He shook his head. Even with all that open space, it would be impossible for him to conduct a sufficient search alone. Daniel closed the door and kept walking.

      He came to the end of the hallway and found one more door. This one had a placard: Dr. Peter Lin. He tested the door handle. Bingo. He stepped inside.

      Cool air—much cooler than in the hallway. A window unit churned away, but there was no one inside the small office. A dim night-light glowed in the corner. No pictures, a clean desk, a shelf full of books and manuals—nothing interesting. He opened a couple of drawers. They were all as neat as the top of the desk. No secret notes. No hidden compartments that he could find. If Prescott had come in here, he'd done a good job hiding it.

      Daniel looked at his watch. He'd been inside for close to ten minutes. He needed to leave. But first, he went back to the warehouse, took another look inside, and even stepped in a foot or two to see if Prescott had left a trail. Nothing. He carefully made his way back toward the entrance.

      Just as he reached for the handle to exit the building, the unmistakable sound of gunfire erupted in the distance.

      His phone rang a split second later.
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      CAL STOKES

      I should have stayed in Russia, Cal thought, pinching a mosquito off his temple. The little bastards. If he were in a crowded football stadium with only one mosquito flying around, he'd put good money on the fact that the thing would find him first. The bugs and creepy-crawlies never seemed to bother Daniel. But then again, what did?

      Cal could not believe how fast he’d traveled across the plantation grounds. Then again, moving quick was easy when you didn’t run into any guards. Or any cameras. How could a place like this have no cameras? If he owned the place, every door and window would have eyes.

      By the time Prescott emerged from the building, Cal had already looped around twice. He watched the agent chat away on his phone for a moment before glancing down at his own. No message from Daniel, but also no signal. He wasn’t worried. Like his friend, he'd been cut off many times before. He knew better than to rely on technology.

      They'd set two rendezvous points in case they needed to make a run for it. First choice was the SUV, but that was the opposite direction of his current location. Second was a point at the far eastern edge of the field. He didn't think they'd have to use the second option. The guards were lazy and inattentive.

      Crouched tight against the corner of the wall, Cal returned his gaze to Prescott. The agent was walking back toward his car. He threw a wave to the guards. Then, for no apparent reason, he stopped mid-stride. At first, it looked as though he'd forgotten something. But instead of turning back to the building, he pivoted on his loafers, turning to face Cal's exact location.

      There was no way Prescott could see him. And yet, he was staring at him. The familiar tingle of anticipation caught his breath.

      Prescott raised his hand from his side and pointed straight at Cal, making a bang-bang gesture with his thumb and forefinger. When he finished, he blew imaginary smoke from the tip.

      That's when Cal heard the approach.

      Not one set of feet, but many, and they were coming straight at him.

      Only one way to go.

      He took off in the direction of the second rendezvous point, no longer caring if Prescott saw him. He made it maybe fifty yards from his hiding spot before he heard the first shots. Rounds hit all around him, and he felt their zings and poofs.

      Shit, he thought.

      The pistol at his waist wouldn’t help now. He’d have to rely on his speed and agility. He zigged and he zagged, just as he'd been taught at Parris Island. It felt ridiculous to do and went against the animal instinct to run straight away, but the method had kept him alive before and he prayed it would again now.

      A new sound appeared in the distance, growing louder by the second. A helicopter, coming in low. The looming threat fueled the fire of adrenaline powering his limbs. Any more excitement, and he’d probably combust.

      He glanced over his shoulder. The line of men running after him were taking turns shooting. But then, when the helicopter swooped over the buildings, they stopped firing. Cal kept running. The best he could hope for was to disappear into the night.

      This was all Prescott. Somehow, the bastard had figured out he was being watched. Then he’d fooled the SSI men. Had he fooled Pablo too? Or were both men part of a bigger deception that ran deeper? It wouldn't be the first time that someone from the CIA had manipulated Cal and his friends.

      He could just make out the shape of the trees when the helicopter came in hard, cutting to his right and swiveling to block his path. Cal swerved but was forced to stop a moment later when heavy machine gun fire exploded from the helicopter, pelting the ground ahead of him. The fire ceased.

      "Raise your hands," the speaker on the helicopter said.

      Cal had no choice. He raised his hands, grimacing when the line of men approached and pushed him to his knees. They stripped him of his weapon, magazines, and everything else. When they’d finished, a familiar form appeared. Jeffrey Prescott stood before Cal, grinning his Cheshire grin.

      "Put him in the box," Prescott said, "and send him to the general."

      They bound his hands and feet and placed a bag over his head, which they cinched at the base of his neck. He was then stuffed into a box too small for his form.

      Over the roar of the helo, Jeffrey Prescott's laughter echoed in Cal’s ears.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS

      He'd seen it all—Cal running, the guards’ pursuit, the helicopter swooping in. He would've gladly waded into the fray, but there’d been no point. They would have mowed him down.

      Still hidden, he watched as they shoved Cal into a wooden crate, which they then loaded into the back of a small sedan. Prescott was joking with the ambush troops, and strangely enough, they were all speaking perfect American English.

      Prescott and the troops walked into the parking lot. As they stepped under the lights, Daniel realized that they were not the guards he'd seen earlier tonight. These troops were all of Asian descent, not Costa Rican, and they weren't wearing uniforms. The only uniform thing about them was their American-style attire: jeans, sneakers, and T-shirts. They looked like they'd been pulled out of a class at the University of Florida, handed weapons, and told to come here.

      Once the troops dispersed, Prescott walked to his car and lifted his phone to his ear. Daniel could hear snippets of what he was saying.

      "Yes, it worked . . . coming . . . good men . . . helo . . ."

      He laughed again, and Daniel thought about putting a single round through the man's head. It was a long shot, but he could make it.

      Prescott got in his car and drove back through the gate. Daniel waited for the car’s lights to vanish from sight, and then he hightailed it back to his own vehicle, still lamenting the fact that he had no cell phone signal.

      When he found where they'd parked, the SUV was no longer there. Proof of its existence remained in the form of tire prints in the mud.

      And three—or maybe four—men waiting for him.

      Daniel slithered into the darkness and began the rigorous process of figuring out how to get home.
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      CAL STOKES

      The car bounced and jostled down dirt roads covered in potholes and exposed rock. By the time it finally stopped, Cal's head was ringing, his insides twisted in knots, his heart beating fast from the claustrophobic press of the wooden cage. He heard the car doors open, and then up popped the trunk. He fully expected them to hoist the box out and carry him to wherever he was supposed to go. They surprised him by opening the box instead. He squinted through the darkness and saw an Asian man grinning above him.

      "You didn't piss yourself, did you?"

      Cal didn't reply.

      Another Asian man appeared, and the two lifted him out of the box. They set him on his feet, but he stumbled to the ground. It didn’t matter who you were or what kind of strength and endurance you’d achieved—anyone trussed up like a rodeo calf and stuck in a crate for hours on end would come out wobbly as a newborn pony.

      The men held his shaking limbs steady while they cut the binds from his feet, leaving his arms tied tight. Funny thing was, they threw no sadistic jabs or taunts his way as they worked. They simply studied his knots, as if inspecting a set of boat lines, and paid him no mind at all. He'd been tortured before, even left to die inside an ice cave once, but this situation was the most bizarre he could remember encountering.

      "I don’t know, man, I really think the Braves have a shot," one of his captors said.

      "You wanna put money on it?"

      "Don’t tell me you're a Cards fan."

      "They're going to put you away."

      "I’ll bet a ten-spot on it."

      "Ohhh, you're on, my friend," the Cards fan said, extending his hand to seal the gentleman's agreement.

      To Cal's further surprise and bewilderment, the Braves fan fetched a bottle of water, cracked it open, and held it up so Cal could drink. No need to be a tough guy and refuse the water. That was for the movies. Cal chugged it, not knowing when he would get any sort of sustenance again.

      "What about the Jags?" Braves asked.

      "What about them?"

      "You think they have a shot?"

      “No. The Jags always suck. What? Don’t give me that face. I don't care who you put in there as a coach. They're going to suck."

      "You're going to suck."

      Cards gave Braves the middle finger.

      It was all so surreal. Here were two men who looked like Google employees but with rifles slung to their backs. Their movements were methodical and precise as they chatted casually, like they were on break. By all indications, these men had been trained. This was no amateur hour.

      Cal did a quick calculation. His legs were free, and he had just enough space to launch a good headbutt. And boy, did he like a good headbutt. However, two armed men against one with his hands tied behind his back were not great odds. He’d have to wait for a better opportunity.

      The two men dragged Cal toward what he realized was a body of water. It reeked of low tide on a hot day. A truck crane, like the kind they used in construction, sat onshore to one side of a rugged dock. In the same direction, but a little closer, there was a picnic table. It looked out of place in the industrial setting. Surreal, he thought again.

      "Shoot," Cards said. "I forgot it. I'll be right back." He trotted away.

      Braves walked Cal to the picnic table and pushed him down onto the bench. "I want you to tuck your legs under the table and be a good little boy for me, okay? It's just you and me for a second, but my buddy will be right back. I don't want him to have to blow a crater through your head."

      Cal did as he was told, and in the next moment, Cards came trotting back, a cooler in his hands. He set it on the table, opened it up, and pulled out three sandwiches and three bags of Lay's potato chips. He tossed a sandwich and a bag of chips to his buddy, then looked back in the cooler. "Coke or Mountain Dew?"

      "Coke, of course."

      A can of Coca-Cola flew across the table.

      Cards looked at Cal. "That leaves a Mountain Dew and a water. Which one do you want?"

      "Water," Cal said, still trying to size up the two men.

      With a frown, Cards set the water in front of Cal. "Mountain Dew. Yech."

      "You want the Coke?" Braves said.

      "As a matter of fact, I do."

      "Too bad."

      "You dick."

      "Sorry, Cardinals don’t get Coke."

      Cal didn't like their ease, their complete lack of fear. But then again, that told him they probably didn't know who he was or what he was capable of. A small consolation at best, considering he was still tied up in the middle of nowhere, guarded by two guys with guns.

      Cards unwrapped the sandwich he’d placed in front of Cal. A waft of tuna salad hit his nose. Altogether, the smell was not unpleasant. Cards proceeded to feed him like a child, one bite at a time.

      Never say no to a free meal, Gaucho’s voice said in his head. What he wouldn't give to have Gaucho here now.

      Much to his surprise, the tuna was delicious. Fresh with a hint of citrus. He wanted more. Was there anything that wasn't odd about this evening?

      "Oh hey," Braves said. "I forgot to tell you about this old comedian I saw on YouTube. Guy’s name was Eddie Murphy. Ever heard of him?"

      Cards chewed his sandwich for a moment. "I don't think so."

      Cal cringed. He wasn’t that old, was he?

      "You should check him out," Braves said. "I laughed my ass off. It was called Raw. Just Raw. No other words."

      "Oh wait," Cards said. "Yeah, I think I did see that. That's the one where he's wearing that leather outfit?"

      "That's the one."

      Cards shook his head and stuffed another bite of sandwich into Cal's mouth. "What a weirdo. He was funny, though."

      The sound of crunching tires cut through the conversation. Cards and Braves gathered up all the trash and stuffed it in the cooler. They moved with efficiency and purpose, like they were preparing for a superior’s arrival. Cal expected them to stand at attention once they’d finished organizing, but they each took a seat on the table’s edge instead. Cal heard footsteps.

      "Good evening, gentlemen."

      "Good evening, Mr. Hu," each one said in turn.

      "I trust our friend here didn't give you any trouble."

      "None, sir," Braves said.

      "Good, good. I have something in the back of my truck. Would you boys be so kind as to fetch it for me?"

      The men hurried to comply, leaving Cal with Mr. Hu. If there was any question about whether Cal would make a move, the man dispelled it by pulling a pistol from his pocket. The way he held the weapon made it clear he knew how to use it.

      "Let me guess—you aren’t going to tell me who you are," Mr. Hu said. "Even if I ask nicely."

      "How about you first?" Cal said. "I know your name is Hu. Hu who?"

      The man smiled. "Very funny. You don't need to know that right now. But I would like to know why Howard Prescott sent you."

      What had he gotten himself and his men into? This operation was supposed to be a cakewalk, not a midnight torture session.

      "Who's Howard Prescott?" Cal said, holding his surprise well.

      Mr. Hu exhaled. "Fine. If that's the way you want to play it, very well then."

      Cards and Braves returned, hefting a large cage approximately the size of a man.

      "Hook it to the crane," Mr. Hu said. They complied, and Mr. Hu stared at Cal, weapon trained on his captive with a steady hand. "Before you think about running away, you should know that the surrounding area is owned by the drug cartels. They use this humble port to move their product north."

      "And how come you're not afraid of them?" Cal asked.

      "We supply them with enough fentanyl to keep them happy. The Americans like it, so the cartels like it too. It's a shame that Nancy Reagan's war on drugs didn't work, don't you think?" The man held up a peace sign. "‘Just say no.’ I'll bet that lady was a real ball-buster.”

      "You know," Cal said, "I appreciate this chitchat, but if you're going to torture me, you might as well get it over with. I don't know anything."

      Mr. Hu smiled. "Somehow I doubt that. You don't give off the impression of a peon at the bottom of the food chain." He looked over at Cards and Braves, who stood like sentries on either side of the cage, and then turned his attention back to Cal. "Well, they're ready. Go."

      "Go where?"

      "Into the cage," he said. "Where else?"

      "If I say no?"

      Mr. Hu shrugged. "Then I shoot you and feed the crocodiles."

      Cal tried to think. The man was right. What other options did he have? If he attempted to run, he'd either get shot, lost, or shot and then lost. Nope, none of that would work.

      He had to go into the cage.

      "The shoes," Mr. Hu ordered.

      Braves slipped Cal's boots off, followed by his socks. Oh, how Cal wanted to put a well-placed knee into the man's head. Really, he should have, but he was too curious about the man holding a pistol at his back. He figured there would be more questions, and that would give him time.

      But there were no more questions.

      Cards guided Cal into the cage and closed the door. He had six inches to spare between his head and the top of the cage. He estimated the same was true for each of the surrounding sides.

      "Bring the bag," Mr. Hu said. "It's in my front seat."

      Braves followed the order, returning after a moment with the bag. Cal assumed it held rusty knives or some other kind of torture device. He prepared himself. God, how he hated getting captured. So stupid. If he ever got his hands on Jeffrey Prescott, he'd squeeze the little zit until his head exploded.

      Mr. Hu took the bag and pulled out the contents. Cal squinted to see.

      Chicken. Raw chicken. The meat had been hacked into stringy cuts, each about the size of a fist.

      Mr. Hu smiled at his accomplices. "I do dirty work too."

      The men responded with sycophantic chuckles.

      Ignoring them, Mr. Hu pulled several identical chains from his bag. He attached the meat to the hooks on either end of each chain, then flung them all on top of the cage, leaving the excess to trail over the sides. The meat dangled around Cal like some perverse party decoration.

      "There, that should do it," Mr. Hu said. He walked over to the crane operator cab and started the engine.

      Cal lifted into the air, his cage swinging back and forth.

      Loud beeping pierced through the darkness as the crane brought him closer to the water. As if he'd done this before, Mr. Hu expertly maneuvered the cage until it hung lofted atop the surface of the sea. The water was warm against Cal’s feet.

      There was a jolt, and then the cage lowered even more. He was submerged up to his knees, then his hips, and finally all the way up to his chest. The cage stopped there, and the engine of the truck clicked off. Mr. Hu left the cab and walked to the edge of the shore.

      "How's the water?"

      "Gorgeous," Cal said. "Come on in."

      "Do you hear them yet? They're so quiet, except for when they're angry or mating. Kind of like me." Mr. Hu bent down slightly, then pointed. "Ah, yes, here they come. Well, Mister . . . what is your name again?"

      "Ward Cleaver."

      Mr. Hu smiled. "Big fan of yours, Mr. Cleaver. Well, have a pleasant evening. I'll be back in the morning. Please think on the Howard Prescott question. As you can see, I do not take very well to disappointment." He waved to Cards and Braves, who went to the crane operator cab and took seats inside.

      The water around Cal began to churn. Something knocked into the cage softly, as if testing it. The next hit was harder.

      Then came a shadow.

      And from the shadow came a snout that sniffed at the chicken.

      Large jaws opened and snapped down onto the raw meat, jolting the cage and causing Cal’s instincts to fire. He made to grab the metal bars, but his arms remained locked in place behind him. He remembered his bound hands. Not exactly a comforting thought. Cal tucked himself in the center of the cage. No need to give this bad boy a second course.

      The thing lunged again, ripping another piece of meat from the cage, taking part of the chain with it.

      Well, this was certainly not the way Cal Stokes had imagined experiencing Costa Rican wildlife.

      It was going to be an interesting night.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      "One thousand colones?

      The driver eyed him up and down, as if to question Peter’s sanity. He didn’t blame the man. He looked as awful as he felt.

      "Okay," Peter said, trying again. "How about two thousand?"

      It pained him to offer a fare more than double the worth of the ride. All he had on his person were the too-big clothes on his back and a bit of cash, both of which the old fisherman had given him upon parting ways. He'd meant to make the money last, but he was desperate.

      "Two thousand colones," the driver repeated.

      "Yes."

      "Money first."

      Peter handed over the cash and fell back into the seat. Maybe it was a good thing he was so exhausted and on the verge of giving up. He’d be safer if he gave up. Though he’d been a CIA informant for years, dutifully reporting on Chinese activity in Costa Rica, Dr. Peter Lin was no trained spy. He did not have the tools or prowess to take on his old friend. Nor did he have faith in Jeffrey Prescott to do so either. But Marty Hu was up to no good, and he needed to be stopped. Peter had never given up on anything in his life. Now was not the time to start.

      When the cab arrived at the private port, Peter stepped out into the balmy afternoon and took a deep, calming breath. He approached the lone boat tied up at the dock.

      "Dr. Lin?" the boat driver called.

      "Good morning. Is Mr. Hu on the island?"

      "No, sir, he's right there." He pointed to the parking lot behind Peter.

      Marty Hu parked beside him on the curb in a beat-up Ford F-150, the mainstay of American roadways. He stepped out and paused, his hands on his hips.

      "Peter?" he said, obviously surprised. "My God. I thought you'd been kidnapped!"

      Peter shook his head and let his shoulders cave in. He didn't have to fake his exhaustion or haphazard appearance. That part was all true. “I went for a night swim. I thought I could get some good pictures."

      "Scuba by yourself at night? What were you thinking? I've been so worried about you.” Marty walked to him with arms outstretched. He gave Peter a quick hug, then snapped at the boat driver, "Can't you see that Dr. Lin is hurt? Help him, you fool."

      The alarm in Marty’s voice sounded genuine, and as the two men helped Peter board the boat, he tried to imagine his old friend’s concern was real. But deep down, he knew better.

      "It was so foolish of me," he said, indulging Marty. "At one point, I flipped over to let the tide take me. I gave up. I thought it was the end. I passed out—from exhaustion or what, I don't know—and when I woke up, I was in an old fisherman’s shack."

      "You don’t say!"

      The boat’s engine chugged to life, and the driver pushed them away from the dock. Peter’s stomach let loose a threatening gurgle. He’d had enough time on the sea to last the rest of his days.

      Just a while longer, he thought.

      "It was all so nuts,” he continued. “This old fisherman nursed me back to health. Well, mostly."

      "Yes, I can see that. We have a little time before we reach the island. Lie back, relax."

      Peter was grateful for the break. It gave him time to think. As the sun beat down on his face, he centered himself. There was a certain relief in having arrived here on this boat with Marty. There was no going back now. He’d set the ball rolling, and momentum would carry it through.

      Peter ran over his strategy once more. They were playing poker now, and he was very good at poker. In fact, he had taught Marty how to play. And though Marty had grown much better at the game over the years, adopting a habit of playing in Vegas and Macau when he could, Peter still knew his tells better than anyone.

      Nevertheless, Peter struggled to calm his nerves. Perhaps it was because he knew Marty so intimately, or maybe it was because his near-death experience had enhanced his own senses, but in any case, his gut told him not to trust his old friend’s amiable disposition. Marty’s brain was always whirring away. There would be more questions, and like a sly poker player, Peter would have to guard his hand. Truth meant death. Bluffing, on the other hand, meant that Peter Lin might just have a chance.

      "We’re here," Marty said, giving a gentle poke to Peter’s shoulder.

      Peter snapped to. He'd dozed off. Refreshed despite such a short nap, he stood up with gusto—and immediately regretted it. Marty caught him just as he was about to fall.

      "Get over here," Marty barked at the driver.

      On either side of him, the two men helped Peter off the boat, up the stairs, through the corridors, and down to Marty’s residence.

      Were there more guards than usual, or was he hallucinating again?

      "I'm so sorry for the fuss," Peter said, half acting, half leaning into the pain that still racked his body.

      "It's no bother," Marty said, brushing off his collar. “We'll get you all taken care of, and then you can rest."

      "I just had a rest."

      "Nonsense. You need a shower, then food, and then proper sleep. Go. There's a bathroom over there you can use. When you come out, we'll eat together."

      "Really, Marty, you don't have—"

      Marty held up a hand. "I insist. Please."

      Peter gave in and took a blessedly long, blessedly hot shower. As the powerful jets pounded his flesh, he vowed never to take hot water for granted again. When he finished, he was pleased to find a fluffy white robe hanging on a hook. It was as though Marty had styled the bathroom after a small bed-and-breakfast. There were even little wrapped soaps on the vanity.

      He returned to the dining room and found a feast waiting at the table.

      "You didn't have to do all this," Peter said.

      "I know, but I hate eating alone. Now dig in. And take your time. We have all day."

      The casado—a Costa Rican meal of plantains, pork, rice, beans, salad, and a tortilla—was delicious. He savored each bite, all while steering the conversation toward friendly topics.

      "Now Ghostbusters, on the other hand . . .” He pointed at Marty with his fork. "Now there's lightning in a bottle."

      "Oh yes, definitely," Marty said, throwing up a dismissive hand. "There was no need for sequels or reboots or whatever's out there. That movie was a gem."

      Peter opened his mouth to argue, but Marty interrupted.

      "I'm sorry, forgive the topic change, but I need to ask before I forget. My mind is a sieve these days. What did you say was the name of that fisherman who saved you? I'd like to give him a little something for helping you."

      "Oh. I'm sorry, he never told me."

      He wasn’t lying, but at the look on Marty’s face, he wondered if he should have made something up.

      "Well, surely you must know where he lives."

      Peter’s mouth dried. If Marty Hu got his hands on the old fisherman, he would wring every bit of information he could out of the man. The fisherman didn’t know anything about what Peter had been up to that night, but what if he shared a small, seemingly insignificant detail that gave Marty insight into Peter’s intentions? Like the location where he’d been fished from the sea.

      Peter took a sip of water. "Listen, Marty, I truly appreciate it, but I was hoping to take care of it myself. You understand."

      "I understand," Marty said after a pause.

      It was a pause Peter Lin could have done without.
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      OSCAR

      He knew better than anyone how sound carried over open water. That's why he’d made, by hand, his simple wooden craft. True to its purpose, the small boat glided over the sea, a silent predator stalking in the night.

      Oscar paused his paddling to rub at the goosebumps on his arms. He looked around at the strange calm of the water and breathed in the still, humid air. Apprehension crawled up his spine. No matter how many times he made this journey, stifling nights like this would always unnerve him.

      It had been a good haul so far. Two small crocodiles sat secured in the prow of his boat. He’d keep the meat for himself. The teeth, he would sell to white tourists in the form of necklaces and other similarly stupid crap. As for the skin, his sister was figuring out how to turn it into bracelets, wallets, and possibly even a whole purse. She was still practicing, of course, but she was quickly getting the hang of it. Soon, they would be an optimized operation.

      Alone in the world but for one another, Oscar and his sister tackled life as a team. Their black-market business earned them the money they needed to survive, but nothing more. Any extra income they achieved beyond their basic expenses was always quickly wiped away by the interest accruing on the mountain of debt their father had left to them. If they were lucky, tonight’s haul would help pay for two more weeks of rent and maybe even kill some of the principal on the debt.

      Oscar came around a bend, visions of another full trap dancing in his head. This next location was one of his honeypots. He licked his lips in anticipation and paddled faster toward shore. The water began to chop despite no wind to speak of. His earlier apprehension returned, overcoming the excitement that had just started to bloom in his chest.

      Voices . . .

      Who, besides him, would come out to this desolate beach at a time like this?

      He strained to listen, jabbing his pole into the muddy bottom of the shallow water to slow his movement.

      American voices . . .

      Curious and well-concealed, he crept his boat forward until he saw three Asian men surrounding a blond man on the shore. One of the Asian men was holding a pistol on the blond, who seemed to have his arms tied behind his back.

      Great. It was just his luck to stumble upon a drug killing.

      Now, how to turn back without getting their attention? An issue, for sure. Slow and careful, he pushed his pole back into the sand until it stuck, then pivoted himself into a slow one-eighty. He kept a steady eye on the action all the while.

      Aware that every extra moment he stayed increased the level of danger he was in, he tried to cut his gaze. But he couldn’t. He was fascinated. Mesmerized. There was no need to understand English—the pantomime was enough.

      They loaded the blond man into a cage and lowered him into the water.

      He should leave right now. Check his final trap another day. But word had spread in the previous months, more a warning than a rumor, that if you saw the Chinese engaging in anything illegal, anything that threatened the Costa Rican people, you were to call a certain number. The number was not written anywhere. It was passed from person to person. Much of the local populace had memorized it.

      Oscar paddled away, careful to travel far enough that he could not be seen or heard. Then he pulled out his phone. It had five more minutes left on it. He said a silent prayer that he would not have to use it again tonight. He punched in the phone number. It rang once, and a garbled voice greeted him in Spanish.

      "I've seen something," Oscar said in a whisper.

      "Tell me,” the garbled voice said.

      Oscar relayed his tale, sharing as many details as he could. When he finished, the voice asked for his Xoom account. Oscar gave the requested information.

      "Thank you," the voice said. "The money will be deposited into your account in five minutes."

      The call ended, and Oscar chided himself. Was he even sure the men on the beach were Chinese? And did he really believe they were about to murder the blond man? Maybe it was all an ugly prank. Sure, he'd heard of Costa Rican families disappearing into the night, and yes, there was that nonsense about the black mist circulating among sweaty old-timers. But he didn't believe any of it. His was a world of survival. He had no room for superstition or rumor.

      Five minutes later, his phone dinged. It was a notification from his Xoom account. He opened the message. His eyes went wide. It was more money than he'd ever seen.

      Crocodile traps and murderous men forgotten, Oscar’s only care now was what to do with the money. For starters, he'd put more minutes on his phone.

      Then he'd get himself and his sister a new life.
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      HOWARD PRESCOTT

      "Lunch has been prepared for you in the dining room. Feel free to take it outside. There are tables and chairs, and it's a beautiful day, as you know."

      Howard Prescott smiled at the men standing gathered before him. They were nine of his most recent hires, and they ranged from a newly minted CFO to a chief landscaper. All were welcome additions to his various companies.

      "Walk the grounds. The place is all yours. If you'd like an actual tour, however, I regret to say that the man who usually conducts it is off today. I do give people days off, you know."

      The laughter from the group was forced, but he appreciated it nonetheless.

      "At any rate, if you'd like the tour at a later date, my excellent executive assistant, Janet, will be more than happy to schedule it for you. Isn’t that right, Janet?"

      "Absolutely," she said, pulling out a ringing cell phone. “Just a moment.” She stepped aside to answer the call.

      Howard released the crowd to lunch. As they waited to dish up, he walked down the line and shook hands with each and every man and woman.

      Hiring with respect to talent rather than elitism was something Howard Prescott had always prided himself on. The folks he employed at his companies were a good bunch from all walks of life, and he loved to mingle with them. In the past, when his combined holdings had included thousands of employees, it had been impossible to stay connected to his people. Bothered by the distance, he’d downsized. While many of his contemporaries who'd attained similar levels of success loved the grind, he much preferred looking each of his hires in the eye, shaking their hand, and welcoming them to the family.

      Janet stepped up to him as he finished greeting the last person. "Sir, you have a call."

      "I'll take it, thank you," he said, accepting the phone from her hand. "Howard Prescott," he answered once he was outside.

      "Hello, sir. I know your time is valuable, so I’ll be brief. My name is Daniel Briggs. I’m with the team you sent to Costa Rica.”

      Howard froze, a knot forming in his stomach. “You have news about my son.”

      There was a pause on the other end. “There's been a development."

      "What kind of development?"

      "I'd rather not say on this line, sir. But we thought you should know that these complications may extend our time in Costa Rica."

      "Are your men okay?" Howard asked.

      Again, a pause. "Sir, I can't comment on that now. But you should know that your hunch was probably right."

      He cursed under his breath. Of course he’d been right. His son was never up to any good. Damn. All those years of struggling to put his son on a better path . . . and for what? "Is there anything I can do, Mr. Briggs?"

      "No, sir, not at this point, but I would like to send two of my men back to debrief you fully, if that's okay."

      "That's fine. Just tell me when they're going to arrive. I'll make sure they're expected."

      "There's a flight landing at three thirty."

      "I'll have a car sent over."

      "That won't be necessary, sir," Mr. Briggs said. "They've got their own transportation."

      "Very well. Is there any information you could give me now? Anything at all?"

      "Sir, you'll know everything by tonight, I promise. Now, I apologize, but I've got to get back to work."

      "Yes, of course," Howard said. "Thank you, Mr. Briggs, and please . . . stay safe."

      He ended the call and stared out over the grounds of his property. The employees were beginning to wander out into the garden with plates full of food. They gave him quick nods as they passed, and he tried to meet each one with an easy smile. He wasn’t sure he pulled it off. In truth, the call had shaken him.

      Just what the hell kind of trouble was that boy into? And the caller, Daniel Briggs . . .

      How did he know that name?

      A Marine, he thought. Yes, he'd heard stories. He knit his brows and tried to recall the exact details.

      "Mr. Prescott?"

      Howard turned to find a young man of Asian descent standing behind him, smiling nervously.

      "Ah," he said, gathering himself as best he could. "David, isn't it?"

      The young man nodded. "Yes, sir. Thank you for remembering."

      "Let me see if I can really remember . . ." Howard narrowed his eyes in thought. “Engineering, am I right?"

      "Yes, sir!"

      He raised a finger. "And if I'm not mistaken, your specialty is . . . artificial intelligence."

      David’s chest puffed up with pride. "Yes, sir. That's correct."

      "So, you're in charge of the robot revolution."

      Laughing, the young man said, "Not my department, but I'll pass on your sentiments."

      Howard patted his shoulder. "Are you enjoying the food?"

      "Yes, sir. I just wanted to say thank you for having us. This is pretty special. Being my first job . . . I've heard horror stories. I mean, not about you, of course, but of getting thrown to the wolves. Anyway, this was a nice surprise."

      "It's the least I can do," Howard said, trying to ease the young man's nerves with a toothy smile. "You are helping to usher my corporation into a brave new world. I'll confess that I don't understand this new world much myself, but I'm a quick learner."

      David laughed. "Yes, sir, I've heard. Congratulations on all your success."

      "Thank you, David. That means a lot. And now, if you'll excuse me, I should probably go mingle. You know, keep up the image and all."

      He left David with a wink and made his way toward a group of employees chatting around his favorite fountain. Halfway there, an odd feeling hit him. The back of his neck tingled. He slowed his gait, then stopped. Something—call it a hunch—made him look back at David.

      The young man had taken a seat on the steps, away from the rest of the crowd. No surprise there. Engineers weren’t usually the party animals of the group.

      But what was that look on his face?

      A grin?

      A sly grin?

      The knot in Howard Prescott's stomach returned.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS

      "Okay, you guys are all set. The private plane's revving up as we speak."

      Top and Gaucho looked at each other.

      "You sure we should go?" Top asked. "You're going to need help to find Cal."

      "I'll find him," Daniel said, his tone commanding. "I need you two to speak to Prescott. Explain what's happened and convince him that he needs you around. You know this is the way things have to go."

      His friends nodded, their expressions solemn. Daniel shifted his gaze away from them to hide his discomfort. Seeing Top and Gaucho so shaken made him uneasy. They hadn’t been this grave since the loss of Brian Ramirez and the rest of the SSI men in Jackson Hole, Wyoming.

      "We're really sorry about this," Gaucho said.

      Daniel rubbed his forehead. "Stop apologizing. There's no way it could have gone any different. The five bodies had to be left behind, and there were too many witnesses for you guys to stay hanging around in Costa Rica. It's done."

      Gaucho bit his lip, unable to protest the logic.

      "Cal will be fine,” Daniel said. The words felt wrong in his mouth. He didn’t want to placate his friends. He didn’t want to acknowledge the uncertainty in his gut.

      He’d had plenty of time to think since escaping the plantation, stealing a car to get home, and then pulling several strings to have that car returned anonymously to its proper owner. All that reflection should have re-centered him. It hadn’t. Standing before Top and Gaucho, he felt miles away from the unflappable man they knew him to be. It wasn't just the fact that his best friend had been taken. He also felt like his position on the balance beam of life had been jostled. Why? He didn’t know. He would have to figure that out.

      If he were being honest, he would admit that sending Top and Gaucho back to the States wasn’t just for their benefit. It helped him clear his mind. At least this way, he didn't need to add them to his growing list of worries. He could focus on getting his head right, finding Cal, and then finally getting his hands on Jeffrey Prescott.

      “Earth to Snake Eyes,” Gaucho said.

      He came out of his head to find his friends staring at him.

      "What?"

      "Nothing," Gaucho said.

      "You ready?"

      "Yeah."

      Gaucho’s gaze lingered on Daniel for a moment. Could he sense the worries that clung to Daniel’s thoughts like leeches? No, that was impossible.

      Daniel walked Top and Gaucho out to the car, Liberty at his side.

      Top gave the dog several pats on the back. "That's my little soldier."

      Gaucho bent down and rubbed her ears. "You be a good girl while we're gone, okay?"

      Daniel shook their hands. "Good luck. Stay safe."

      "You too," they both said.

      Top and Gaucho looked at the car and hesitated, reluctant to leave. Cal was their friend as much as he was Daniel's. There was a reason why they'd all been together for so long. Why fierce loyalty ran throughout their ranks. So what was it that made Daniel feel the need to push them away?

      Their safety, he reasoned again. The death of the five football players was all over the news. The University of Michigan had even released a statement that the first game of the season would be played in their honor. It would be a long time before the public learned that the five had bitten down on suicide tablets—assuming the information ever came out at all.

      He waved to his friends as they drove out of sight, then looked down at Liberty.

      "Yeah, we should be going with them," he said, stroking her head, "but I've got work to do."

      Work that included finding Cal, getting to the bottom of whatever this Costa Rican mystery was, and getting his hands on Prescott.

      But Daniel knew that wasn’t all he needed to do. There was also work to be done on himself. And it was vital work—even though it would have to wait.

      Whatever splinter had sunk into his subconscious was embedded firmly. The uncertainty, the unease . . . it all scared him. He hadn't felt this way in years.

      Daniel closed his eyes and said a silent prayer for peace.

      When he opened his eyes, there had been no change. The fear remained. All the worries still clogged his brain.

      For a guy like Daniel Briggs, that was cause for alarm.
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      GENERAL HU

      He’d made two trips out to see the American during Peter's prolonged rest. Both times, the man hadn't said a thing. Well, nothing other than a few well-placed expletives.

      But Marty knew from experience that it was only a matter of time. Until then, it was important to keep the American alive. He’d ordered his men to give him a Gatorade every six hours. Just enough to keep him breathing. He’d also instructed them to replenish the chicken on the outside of the cage every three hours. He wanted to keep the large predators swarming. No use in leaving the American in the water if he wasn’t being properly terrorized.

      Glancing at his watch, Marty began to plan his next trip out to visit the cage. It was a good thing he was a patient man, and an even better thing that he was enjoying the opportunity to get his hands dirty again. He’d been out of the game for quite a while, but he already felt like he was back in the swing of things. And it provided a refreshing change from his day-to-day operations.

      Marty stood from his desk and strolled to the window overlooking the ocean. Midday sun scattered sparkles across the bright blue water. He took a slow breath, and his soul filled with contentment and gratitude.

      While his official purpose for being in Costa Rica was very much sanctioned by the Chinese government, his unofficial reason, his personal desires, were not. It didn’t matter though, because he’d become very good at mixing business with pleasure. So much so that the line between the two had blurred, and the actions he took to advance one goal often fed the other. To maintain such balance, he needed to juggle his responsibilities expertly. There were so many things he needed to do. But there were also so many advantages he could capitalize on in the process.

      Like Jeffrey Prescott. It was high time he used the CIA agent for his benefit. He’d done more than his fair share to assist the playboy spy. Now he would squeeze the man for information. And using that information, he would procure something even bigger: Howard Prescott’s empire. Soon, Marty Hu would own everything the quintessential American businessman had spent decades building.

      But before he could do any of that, he had a more important matter to consider. The fate of his friend, his traitor, Dr. Peter Lin, rested in his hands.

      He needed to know how long Peter had been feeding the Americans intel. He also wanted the specifics of the intel at play. For all Marty knew, there was a chance his friend had not betrayed him, after all. Perhaps the biologist had lacked any valuable insights to share. Perhaps he was an unprofitable line on the United States’ payroll. It was a secret to no one that China was making moves in Costa Rica. The economic battle was very much in the public eye. A showdown between China and the United States for control of Central and South America was predictable. Inevitable.

      "Sir?"

      Marty turned around to see one of his assistants standing in the doorway. "Yes?"

      "Sorry to interrupt you, sir. I just wanted to tell you that your guest is awake."

      "Ah, good. Thank you." The assistant turned to leave. Marty stopped him. "Chang?"

      The man turned. He was one of the half a dozen workers—none of whom were more than twenty-four years old—populating the island complex. Marty had handpicked each of his personal staff with the utmost care, ensuring that they all met his high bar for intelligence, discretion, and trust. But never one to rely on someone’s word alone, Marty also paid each and every one of his staff a handsome salary. As it turned out, silence and loyalty could be bought at the same price.

      "Yes, sir?" Chang said.

      Marty motioned him in. "Come, I want to show you something."

      The young man padded timidly into the room, stopping at the front of the desk.

      Marty smiled. "Come around."

      Chang bowed his head slightly, then did as he was told.

      Marty put one arm around the young man and pointed out to the water. "Take a look out there. Beautiful, isn’t it?"

      "Yes, sir. It is."

      "The mighty Pacific. Do you know why I love this view?” Marty met Chang’s eyes with a wide smile. “Because you can't see America." He paused to gauge his assistant’s reaction.

      "Yes, sir," was all he said.

      Marty continued, "Please don’t misunderstand me. I don’t hate America. Quite the contrary, as a matter of fact. Their technological progress, for one thing, is to be admired. Wouldn’t you agree?"

      "Of course! I’m fascinated by their advances in quantum computing,” Chang said, eyes wide with excitement as the words poured from him. He seemed to catch himself, however, and his smile turned sheepish. “I want to study computers one day.”

      Marty was impressed, and he showed it. "Very good! Yes, quantum computing. A wonderful thing. But do you know what else America is good at, Chang? Scaring their citizens. They are one of the best."

      "Sir?" The young man sounded uncertain.

      Marty chuckled. “Yes, Chang. It’s true. You should watch their news media. The Americans are very good at making their citizens fearful. But you know what? It’s all a lie. They say these things to bend their citizens to their will. Do you want the truth, Chang?"

      The young man gave a slow nod, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. It was clear that he was growing uncomfortable.

      Marty knew he should stop talking and leave the subject be. But these thoughts had been burning in the back of his mind for months. Years. He needed to let them out. And who else could he tell but a man whose loyalty he’d paid for? Peter’s face flashed in his mind, and he shoved the image away with angry mental fists. No, he could not tell a friend. Friends could not be trusted.

      Marty continued, "The truth is that Americans are not in danger. They see and hear everything. They have surveillance in droves, and not just the hole-in-the-wall or wiretap varieties. Algorithms, Chang. They analyze your shopping patterns, which candidates you follow on Facebook, your likes, dislikes, and emojis. Do you know that many people have reverted to basic means of communication to avoid government interference? Scribbled notes, dead drops, even pigeons. The world is advancing and regressing at the same time. Can you imagine?"

      "I . . . I cannot."

      "The Americans are strong, Chang. A formidable opponent. We must be smarter. Wiser. Stronger. And we must be united in our cause. This is why your loyalty is so valuable to me, Chang. Everything we’ve been working for in Costa Rica is happening right here"—he pointed to the young man’s head, then to his own—"and here. We are one in our mission. And I am beyond proud to have you and all the others with me. You do your country a great service, and you will be remembered and honored for it."

      Chang’s eyes twinkled, his excited smile back in place. “Thank you, sir.”

      Marty nodded and tapped the young man’s shoulder. “I should be the one thanking you for listening to the ramblings of some old fool. You may go now. I'm sure you have plenty of work to do."

      Chang thanked him and hurried off. Marty turned back to the window, feeling more rejuvenated than ever, and waited for his old friend. Two minutes later, Peter Lin shuffled into the room like a zombie, his hand to his mouth as he covered up a yawn.

      "You look like you've been on a three-day bender."

      "Don't I wish," Peter said, falling into a seat on the other side of the desk. "What time is it?"

      "Just after noon. Would you like something to eat?"

      Peter's stomach growled.

      "I'll take that as a yes," Marty said with a laugh. He pointed at Peter. "Let me guess—club sandwich with extra bacon."

      "Yes, please," Peter said eagerly. "You think that could come with some fries and a Sprite?"

      "Of course," Marty answered. "I think I'll have the same. Why don't you get comfortable? Have a seat on the couch over there. Grab some coffee. I'll put in the order and be right back."

      Marty went to the kitchen, his laptop tucked under his arm. At his approach, the kitchen staff of four snapped to attention.

      "We'll have club sandwiches for lunch," Marty said. "Extra bacon. Oh, and fries, please."

      The staff sprang into action. Marty walked over to stand ear to ear with the head chef.

      "I'd like you to prepare two Sprites," he said. "Personally."

      "Yes, sir," the head chef said. "How would you like them?"

      "Please make one with the good ice."

      The head chef nodded and got to work barking orders at his staff.

      Marty left, satisfied with his plan. He didn't want to hurt Peter. There was a chance he could prove useful in the future, and they were long-time friends. But General Marty Hu needed answers, and he needed them before he spoke with Jeffrey Prescott again.

      His next conversation with the agent was going to go one way, and one way only: Prescott would come to understand that he was no longer a free man. He belonged to Marty Hu now. No one else. And if he played along nicely, then perhaps there might even be an opportunity on the horizon for the playboy spy.

      If Marty had learned anything from the many billionaire biographies he’d read, it was that rules were necessary. So was their enforcement. And if a feather glove didn't work, an iron fist would.

      Marty Hu didn't really care which one he had to use. He had expert credentials in both.
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      CAL STOKES

      The water was warm, the air above warmer, and yet still he shivered. His skin was puckered like a prune, and every digit ached. The bottoms of his feet were probably wrecked with sores from the combination of saltwater and metal grating. Cal closed his eyes and pictured his father. Cal Stokes Sr. appeared smiling before him, that stern and yet somehow compassionate look twinkling in his eyes.

      "You'll get through it alright, son."

      "They keep bumping the cage," Cal said. "What if it comes apart? Or slips off the crane hook?"

      "There are a lot of what-ifs in life, Cal. You just take them one at a time. No use coming up with a contingency plan when you have no power to change anything."

      Another croc slammed into the cage, nearly knocking him off his feet.

      "Okay," Cal said. "Looks like the big daddies are out now."

      "He needs you alive, son. Remember that." His father smiled. "And the rest of the boys are counting on you to make it out with your sanity intact. You can do this."

      Cal Sr. stepped aside to reveal Daniel, Top, and Gaucho, all standing proudly behind him.

      "It's a helluva team you got here, son."

      Another rattle of the cage. Cal jerked back and slammed his sensitive hands into a metal bar. Damn his shivering nerves.

      "Dad?"

      "What is it, Cal?"

      "I'm sorry I took the car when I was sixteen."

      "I forgave you for that, remember?"

      "Yeah, I know, but I was a difficult kid sometimes, and . . . I just want to say I'm sorry about it. About all of it."

      "Stay alive, Cal," his father said, his last words of wisdom before he faded away with the others.

      Over the next few hours, Cal was lifted out at regular intervals and given Gatorade, which was delicious in a way only a truly thirsty man could understand. Cards and Braves switched off tipping the bottle through the cage, feeding him like a hamster. When the drink was gone, they would reload the chicken hooks, then lower him back into the water to reunite with the fish and critters.

      Probably leeches down here too, he thought. He didn't bother to check. Why add to his mental disquiet if he could help it?

      Three more crocs came by for their snack, bumping the cage as if taunting him. Cal tried to remember the stories of famous POWs, like the poor pilots who'd been shot down in Vietnam. Or John McCain. In every case, the men’s faith and determination had kept them alive and kicking against all odds. Cal was far from his breaking point, but it was better to prepare himself now for that possibility. He knew from painful experience that this misery could be stretched for weeks.

      The crocs swirled confidently around him with no further intimidation. Maybe it was because they were too fat and happy from an overabundance of game, or perhaps he just didn't smell that good. Either way, they left him alone. For now, he had some cordial neighbors in the murky muck.

      "You still breathing out there?"

      Cal wasn’t sure which of the baseball fans had spoken. Cards and Braves took turns in the truck's cab, one sleeping while the other paced around, and he had lost track of who was who.

      He paused before answering, considering how to best respond. He could stay silent. Maybe play dead, or at least unconscious. But then, how could he be sure they'd untie him?

      "I'm peachy," he answered.

      "Okay," his guard said with a wave. "I'm just checking."

      If Cal had been at a summer cookout in his backyard rather than three-quarters submerged in a Costa Rican bay, their exchange could have passed for the casual chatting of two neighbors.

      Cal sighed. Maybe Daniel had found Top and Gaucho, and maybe they were on their way. Cal didn't know if hope helped, but it sure as hell got you thinking about something else. He shivered again, taking in a hitched breath, and began to trace the shapes of the clouds in his head. Eventually, he nodded off. It felt like only seconds had passed when he was startled awake by a new sound—a low hiss. Or was this part of the dream? No, the hiss was real. Reality shocked him to full consciousness.

      Great, a freaking snake. Just what I need.

      But hissing? Underwater? Was that even possible?

      He glanced at the shore and found both guards back in the truck, probably just getting away from the mosquitoes. They sprayed themselves liberally with repellent every time they exited the vehicle, a luxury Cal envied. He sported many nasty welts all over his face and neck from the little bloodsuckers. Only good thing about keeping his lower body submerged.

      Something beneath the truck crane caught his eye. He strained to make out more details. A dark form began to take shape right there under the cab. It slithered along the ground and then up the tires. The obsidian creature suddenly began to morph into a dark cloud. It rose and fanned out, up the passenger door, over the windows, until it engulfed the entire truck.

      He heard one of the truck doors open, and then a muffled scream.

      No, my eyes and ears are playing tricks on me. The mind did all sorts of weird, wonderful things when under duress. It's finally getting to me, he thought.

      But the black mist, undeterred by his rationalizations, spread wider. It touched the bay, licking there for a moment as if wondering if it should keep going, and then it did. Sounds of feet scuffling in the sand reached through the mist. Then there was silence, eerie and all-consuming in the blackness.

      The mist rolled over the cage. The smell was acrid, and yet familiar. Then the truck revved to life, and the cage started rising. His chest came out of the water first, then his waist, his knees, and finally his feet. The shivers became uncontrollable, racking his frame as the crane brought Cal to dry land. Maybe this was some sort of ploy by the guy in charge. Some new psychological torture.

      Well, fuck it. If he could survive a couple of days with crocodiles, then he could survive this. Maybe they'd put something in his Gatorade. He wasn't exactly one for psychedelic trips, but it was better than being beaten or electrocuted. The cage thumped into something, but as for what, his numb feet couldn't be sure. He thought he felt sand under them. He slumped down in the cage to a seated position for the first time since he’d entered it, his legs screaming, cramping.

      Son of a . . .

      The cage door rattled, and he gritted his teeth.

      Here we go. Let’s take a trip to the moon.

      He started to laugh, first to himself, and then hysterically. He’d let them have their fun, and when they thought they had him, he’d strike back. Before he could do that, however, he would have to take measure of the ways in which his body might fail him. Was one of his shoulders out of the socket?

      Someone pulled him from the cage. He expected to be thrown to the ground, but it didn’t happen. Instead, he was eased to the sand, his hands untied.

      The release of pressure should have been welcome, but the pain only changed, the numbness along his arms and hands turning into stabbing knives. He tried not to cry out. He failed. When he opened his eyes, the supernatural blackness was still there. Then the air shifted, and he made out a form standing over him. Just an outline. He clenched and re-clenched his hands to get the feeling back, wiggling his toes at the same time, willing his limbs to work.

      One hit was all he needed. One hit in the right spot and he could get up and run. Maybe he'd take their sedan.

      As the breeze continued to blow and the darkness faded away, the form over him bent down. It was a gas-masked figure covered in foliage. A ghillie suit?

      A voice came through the mask. "Well, I'll be damned."
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      JEFFREY PRESCOTT

      The general's salon was well-decorated, though a little too gaudy for Jeffrey's taste. He swirled his drink, trying to look nonchalant. For all he knew, someone could be watching him right now. He took another sip of the club soda, repressing a grimace.

      What he wouldn't give for a G&T instead of this flavorless stuff with no buzz. But he was still on the wagon and feeling pretty good about it. Sure, he used small bumps of Adderall to get through the day—crushed up and snorted, of course—but everyone compromised here and there.

      He looked down and noticed the slight trembling of his hand. Easy does it.

      All in all, he felt quite pleased. Sobriety was working for him, and they'd nabbed one of the men on his tail. Even better, Hu had informed him that two of the others had now left the country. That left just one more to deal with.

      Prescott tapped his class ring against the metal beads of the armrest. If Hu proved incapable of handling the problem, Prescott could always go to the CIA. He was sure his boss would find it interesting that a private American citizen was spying on a CIA agent, even if that private American citizen was his own father. He could catch the old man, who was unaware that his son had learned of the surveillance, by surprise. Prescott salivated at the thought.

      "Ah, Jeffrey, it is so good to see you," Hu said, sweeping into the room, causing Prescott to nearly spill his drink as he hopped to his feet. Hu grabbed his hand and shook it firmly. "You are most welcome here. Make yourself at home. Ah, good, they've gotten you a drink. Can I get you a refill?"

      "Please," Prescott said, handing him the glass.

      "Club soda with lime, was it?"

      How did he know?

      "No lime this time. Do you have any lemon?"

      "I do."

      "One will be fine," Prescott said, not enjoying how the man had managed to unnerve him with a single comment. Club soda with lime, was it?

      "How is Dr. Lin?" Prescott asked.

      "He is well," Hu said, handing over the soda. "To our partnership."

      They clinked glasses.

      "You know, before I came to this island, I didn't even know this place existed." The words left his lips, and he realized how juvenile they sounded. "What I mean is, I didn't know you had turned it into your own place."

      Hu smiled amiably and took a seat in the chair next to him. "Tell me, what is the greatest lesson you have learned from your father?"

      "You mean other than the fact that you can go places by being a royal pain in the ass?"

      Hu chuckled. "That is not a bad lesson. But what I was wondering was, in all the years you have spent with him, in all the experiences you have had, what were some of the real lessons he taught you that you could not have learned anywhere else? He did teach you, did he not?"

      Oh, his father was always trying to teach him something, but Jeffrey Prescott never wanted to listen. He didn't know at what point the bitterness had begun. Maybe bitterness was just part of him, built into his DNA. He'd once gotten a tenured professor fired with the power of his deep resentment. And in another instance, he'd managed to get half of a fraternity pledge class expelled because he hadn’t liked the judgment in their eyes when they’d looked at him. There had also been many broken girlfriends left in his wake over the years.

      "I'd say one of the biggest lessons I learned," Prescott said, "was that you have to have the right people around you. Men and women with the right talents for what you're trying to accomplish. My father was good at . . . surrounding himself."

      "Yes, we cannot do it alone," Hu said with a thoughtful nod. "‘No man is an island,’ as the poem goes.”

      Prescott looked closer at the man. Was he insinuating something?

      "True, but there are a lot of things that my dad could have done better, and I've told him as much. I'm sure he lost billions after downsizing a while back. Who downsizes for fun? It’s a cost-cutting measure. And some of his companies are downright unprofitable. I swear, I think the only reason he doesn't let businesses go under is because of nostalgia. It's a weakness, don't you think?"

      Hu tilted his head and watched him. "I think it depends on the circumstances. At your father's level, I am sure he must be careful with his decisions. They could have far-reaching consequences."

      Again, Prescott got the impression that the general was giving him a sly hint. Time to switch gears. "Let's talk about Dr. Lin. I think I should debrief him."

      "That will not happen," Hu said.

      "That won’t happen?" Prescott asked. "I brought him to you."

      Hu chuckled. "Technically, Peter Lin brought himself to me. You should have seen him. Quite the mess. He looked like he had been thrown into an industrial dryer for three days. But say I allow you to debrief him. What is it you think he will tell you?"

      “Who are you to ‘allow’ me anything?" Prescott snapped. "This is my job we're talking about here, dammit. You don't want me to get fired, do you? What good will that do you?"

      Hu shrugged. "I'm not convinced."

      "Convinced of what?"

      "Your worth," Hu said. He wasn’t smiling anymore.

      Jeffrey Prescott’s head swelled with rage. His worth should be obvious. He was the son of Howard Prescott, the heir apparent. He had access to the Central Intelligence Agency. He could help General Hu lock down China's claim on Costa Rica and the region beyond.

      Prescott's bitterness almost got the best of him. He opened his mouth to bite back, but for perhaps the first time in his life, he thought better of it and held his tongue.

      "Fair enough," he said simply, and sipped his drink.

      What was his worth? Well, he'd show Hu. And it would happen in a way the Chinese man would never forget.
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      CAL STOKES

      "You really look like shit," Wilcox said. "Seriously, Calvin, didn't I tell you the last time we were together that you should take better care of yourself?"

      "You're lucky you saved my life, otherwise I'd slap that grin right off your face," Cal said through chattering teeth.

      "Is that any way to talk to your guardian angel? I am shocked." Wilcox looked at Lena. "Aren't you shocked?"

      "Leave him alone," Lena said, sitting down next to Cal, who was huddled beneath a blanket despite having showered and eaten. "Can I get you anything?"

      Cal shook his head. "I'll be fine, I promise."

      "You don't look fine," Wilcox teased.

      "Shut up for two minutes?" Lena said.

      Wilcox rolled his eyes as if she were the immature one.

      "You have to get ahold of Daniel," Cal said.

      "We will, but before that, do you have any idea who the guy was?" Lena asked.

      "What guy?"

      "She's talking about the guy who put you in that gerbil cage." Wilcox tilted his head. "Huh. You know, you do kind of look like a gerbil."

      "Really?" Lena groaned.

      "Let him show his true colors," Cal said. "He'll tire out, and then I'll give him his wubby back so he can nap."

      "Oooh, feisty," Wilcox said, a sing-song lilt to his voice. "Fine, you don't want me around? Then you won't get to know who the guy was."

      "You're saying you know?" Cal asked.

      "Um, yeah."

      "Care to enlighten us?"

      "The guy in the truck told me. Before I snapped his neck, of course. Does the name Marty Hu ring a bell?"

      "Wait,” Lena said, "that’s the same guy—"

      Wilcox nodded. "The same one our last pervo talked about. Speaking of, Lena darling, weren’t you going to look into that?"

      "I did. All I’ve found so far is one Martin Hu, a Chinese national who runs various agricultural considerations here in Costa Rica."

      "Got a picture?" Cal said.

      Lena pulled her phone from her pocket, tapped the screen a few times, and then held it out.

      "That's him alright."

      Wilcox and Lena exchanged a look.

      "What are the odds?" Wilcox said. "I swear, the longer I hang out with you guys, the more fun I have. Here this guy is, telling the world that he's God's gift to the pineapple business, when really he’s going around kidnapping ornery Marines."

      Cal raised a middle finger.

      "Ah, there's the ornery Marine in question. Don’t worry, I love you anyway.” Wilcox blew him a kiss. "Welcome back, Marine."

      "Screw you, Wilcox. Now, will you hurry up and find Daniel? Tell him to bring the others too."

      "Any idea where he might be?" Lena said, already getting her coat on.

      Cal recited three addresses from memory. She jotted them into her phone and slipped into a pair of Vans sneakers.

      Wilcox stood over Cal.

      "Can I help you?" Cal said.

      "I'm glad you're alright."

      Cal rolled his eyes. "Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better, Wilcox. Thanks a bunch."

      Wilcox smiled, then swiveled on his heel. "Come, Lena darling, time to round up the Super Friends!"

      They returned several hours later, Daniel and Liberty in tow. The dog ran over to Cal, greeting him like a mother who’d finally found a lost child.

      "Alright, easy, girl," Cal said. In truth, he was as grateful to be reunited as she was.

      "Good dog," Daniel said.

      "Good man," Cal returned. "How are you?"

      "Better than you, by the looks of it."

      "I'm alright."

      "Oh, he's better than alright," Wilcox said. "Aren't you, bub?"

      "Except for that," Cal said, jabbing a thumb in Wilcox's direction. "Where are the others?"

      "Yeah, about them," Daniel said, taking a seat on the couch's armrest. "We had a little dustup with some undercover Chinese agents. It wasn't pretty, and it was in public. Top and Gaucho were spotted. I had to send them back to the States."

      "Agents?"

      "Hu's men," Wilcox said. "They had to be."

      "What is this guy up to?" Cal wondered out loud.

      Wilcox took a seat opposite Cal and Daniel. "Lena, I think we oughta tell these gentlemen what Perv Number Twenty told us."

      Lena handed Cal a bottle of water and sat down in an adjacent armchair. "Apparently, Hu has a . . . what would you call it? A replica?"

      "That's what I'd call it," Wilcox said.

      "Yeah, a replica of American . . . life."

      Cal leaned forward. "Come again?"

      "The perv described all this stuff that Hu’s built, like shopping malls, post offices . . . Anything you'd find on Main Street, USA. It's all located in this huge complex on some private island. It’s like Hu is building a mini America."

      Cal shook his head. "I don't get it."

      "Neither do we," Lena said.

      "What does it mean?" Cal asked.

      "It means that I've been right all along," Wilcox said. "The Chinese are doing something weird and screwy, and we need to figure out what that is."

      Cal scratched his head in confusion. “I’d say it’s all some crazy dude’s obsession with America if I hadn’t been fed to crocs over it, but . . .” He didn’t know what else to say. Lost for words, he looked at Daniel. He expected some bit of wisdom—a theory, a hypothesis, anything at all—but Daniel’s expression stayed blank.

      Wilcox rose. "I'm going to take Lena, and we're going to do a little reconnaissance on this island."

      "I'm going with you," Cal said, rising. Halfway up, he lost his breath to his various aches.

      "Hold your horses there, cowboy," Wilcox said. "You can barely stand. I don't need the liability."

      Cal took a breath to restrain his tongue. "Maybe we should all hold our horses and take a second to think about this. We have a Chinese businessman who's built some sort of American replica on that island. Strange as it is, that doesn't really mean anything. Not yet. I think we need to learn more about who Marty Hu is before we make a move. Daniel, what do you think?"

      Daniel didn’t seem to register the question. The man looked like he’d been drugged. "I don't know. Whatever you want, I guess."

      Cal stared long and hard at the Marine sniper, who avoided his gaze.

      What the hell is wrong with him?

      "Fine. Fair," Wilcox said. "I’ll go to my resources and find out who Hu really is when he's alone in the shower. Perhaps he likes rubber duckies."

      "Sounds good," Cal said, surprised Wilcox had acquiesced so easily. "I'll reach out to SSI HQ and talk to Neil. Maybe he can learn something."

      "Where's the head?" Daniel said.

      "Right down the hall." Lena pointed. "First door on the right." She watched him walk away, then sat down next to Cal.

      "What's with him?" she whispered.

      "You noticed it too?"

      "How could you not?"

      "Was he like this in the car?"

      Lena nodded. "He didn't even hug me or anything. I mean, not that I was expecting . . . whatever. I'm just saying, he didn’t even ask how I’d been or anything. Just said hello like he was greeting the cable guy or a grocery clerk. Don't get me wrong, Cal, I know Briggs isn't exactly a chatterbox. But this is different."

      Cal took a deep breath. "Solemn."

      "That's the word."

      "But not in a good way. Tight-lipped."

      She bumped knees with him. "Right."

      "I'll keep an eye on him."

      "Thanks, buddy," she said.

      Cal rose from the couch. "Hey, you don't happen to have a phone I can borrow by any chance, do you? Hu took mine."

      Lena jumped up from her seat. "Oh my God, I almost forgot!" She ran out to the car and returned a moment later with a burner phone still in its plastic clamshell. "A little gift from Matthew."

      Cal rolled his eyes. "There's nothing more annoying than a total jerk doing a decent thing. I'm gonna make a couple of calls. Thank Wilcox for me. I sure as hell don't want to do it myself."

      Lena laughed and rolled her eyes.

      Daniel emerged from the bathroom and entered the living room without so much as a glance at the two of them.

      "Hey," Lena said.

      "Hey," he returned, still avoiding her gaze. He walked right by, heading for the front door. "Just so you guys know, I'm going to take Liberty for a walk."

      "Okay," Cal said.

      "I'll come with you." Lena took a step toward him.

      Daniel turned back, a pained look in his eyes. "I need to figure some things out. Okay?"

      "Okay," she said with a slow nod.

      Once Daniel had left, she turned to Cal. "What do we do?"

      "For now, nothing."

      "Nothing?"

      "Listen, I know Daniel. Whatever he needs to work out, he needs space to do it. You have to remember that. Don't take it personally."

      "If Anna were here, she would know what to do."

      "Maybe."

      "I can't believe you're being so callous."

      "I'm not being callous, Lena. I just know Daniel. We need to leave him be for now. Don’t be a child." He shouldn't have said it. Her laser-focused attention on his jugular told him as much.

      "Excuse me?" she said, her tone boring into him.

      "I'm sorry."

      "A child? Do you have any idea—"

      Cal held up his hands. "I'm sorry, Lena. Seriously. That was totally out of line. I'm just a little tired."

      Her face softened.

      "Give him his space, and I promise it’ll all be okay. Whatever's up, Briggs will figure it out. He doesn’t give up that easy."

      She breathed out long and slow, resignation in her eyes. "Dammit," she said.

      "What?"

      She looked at him, her smile sad. "Oh, nothing. It just looks like our Costa Rican vacation's over, that's all."

      The weight in her words matched the heaviness on his chest.
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      JUNFENG

      It was near the end of the dockman's shift when the stranger appeared on the horizon.

      Junfeng sighed. He hoped the incoming stranger didn’t need his services. He was so done dealing with today’s problems. Not to say his job was difficult—really, it was nothing compared to the hard work he’d done as a farmer in China—but a day of boredom always left him with an intolerance for dealing with other people. It was as if boredom made the rules for itself. Keep it going, he imagined boredom saying. Let's be antisocial for a while.

      What he wouldn't give to be back home, digging his hands in the dirt by day, and relaxing on his small boat atop the beautiful Yangtze River by night. Hard as the farm life had been, he’d found it fulfilling. But Mr. Hu had come calling in need of a man who knew the water. And who could say no to Mr. Hu? It was probably for the best that he’d come here. He was getting older, and he remembered all too well the hunched back and wilted forearms farming had bestowed upon his father after years of service. It was better this way.

      Still, when he’d accepted Mr. Hu’s invitation, he’d thought the majority of his time would be spent ferrying around dignitaries and other important people. Sometimes he did, but mostly he just manned the dock and captained the occasional crossing for whomever and whatever needed to make the short journey. That included guards, food deliveries, the odd visitor, and, of course, Mr. Hu himself. Despite the lack of dignitaries, Junfeng found he mostly enjoyed the days in which he made the repetitive crossing. Other days, when he had nothing in particular to do, he struggled to stay positive.

      Today had been one of the nothing days. And with fifteen minutes left, all he wanted to do was call it and head to his quarters. But no, the appearance of the stranger had now laid waste to his unexciting plans to leave early.

      Junfeng touched the pocket in which he usually kept his cigarettes. He'd just recently quit, but he had a feeling that his old habit of tapping at the pocket would outlast his final craving.

      "Hellooo," the stranger called out.

      Head to toe, the stranger was dressed in what the dockman considered fancy resort wear: an oversized straw hat, Ray-Ban sunglasses, a flashy gold watch, a colorful flowered shirt, white linen pants, and a pair of loafers. Junfeng estimated that the loafers alone had cost more than his annual wage.

      "Hello," the stranger said again.

      Junfeng waved. The stranger was probably lost. It wasn't uncommon. Though the dock was tucked away down a well-hidden road, wandering tourists did occasionally stumble upon it.

      "Is this the way to the island?" the man said, his voice proper and a bit melodic.

      "This is private property, sir," Junfeng said, careful in his pronunciation of the words. He didn’t get the opportunity to speak English often, but he studied every night. He’d heard rumors that Mr. Hu was planning to send them to America. He hoped they were true.

      The stranger waved away his comment. "I'm looking for Martin Hu."

      Junfeng opened his mouth to respond in the negative—this man hadn't been called for, so it was best to stay tight-lipped—but the stranger didn’t give him a chance to respond.

      "I know he's here. I have friends who confirmed it." The stranger rattled off a list of names that Junfeng did not recognize. They all sounded fancy, like people who belonged on ballroom floors rather than dusty, unpaved Costa Rican roads.

      "I need to see Mr. Hu,” the stranger repeated. "Immediately." There was a flamboyance to the man’s tone that made it plain he was used to getting his way.

      When the dockman didn’t budge, the stranger said, "Ten thousand dollars."

      "I'm sorry?" Junfeng said.

      "Ten thousand American dollars if you'll take me to see Mr. Hu."

      What craziness was this?

      "No, sir, I cannot—"

      The stranger wagged his finger. "Okay then. Twenty thousand dollars, eh? Twenty thousand to see Mr. Hu."

      This was madness. It had to be a ploy. Junfeng looked all around. Maybe someone else was there. Maybe they were trying to trick him. He knew there was a man at the plantation who wanted his job. Could this be his doing?

      "Why are you looking around?" the stranger said. "I'm the only one here. Twenty no good? Fine. You certainly drive a hard bargain, friend. Fifty thousand American dollars, and that's my final offer."

      Junfeng blinked twice. He couldn't believe what he was hearing, and yet there was an earnestness to the man that gave him pause. But how could he offer so much money? Perhaps fifty thousand was indeed nothing to him. His clothes and his mannerism spoke of wealth.

      Junfeng thought of his family back home, who could live well for many years on that kind of money. He pictured his grandmother scooting around on her behind because standing on her arthritic feet hurt too much. She could get a wheelchair, maybe someone to push her around. His mother, who'd been so skinny the last time he'd seen her, could stop sacrificing her food for others. And his withered, hunched father could retire at last.

      "I'll make it easy for you," the stranger said. "Do you have a phone?"

      Junfeng nodded stupidly.

      "I assume you have some sort of cash app to receive money. Xoom? That's what you use down here, right?"

      Again, the dockman nodded.

      "Perfect. Give me your address, and I'll send it to you right now as a sign of good faith."

      "Sir, I don't know if I can—"

      The stranger held up a hand, then lowered his Ray-Bans to look him square in the eye. "Are you telling me that fifty thousand can't pay for a simple introduction to Mr. Hu?"

      "Sir, my job."

      "I promise you won't get in trouble. I’ll tell you what, we'll blame it all on me. We'll say I lied. Mr. Hu doesn't have to know about the fifty thousand." He said the number slowly, giving it time to sink in.

      As if in a dream, Junfeng gave the man his Xoom details.

      "Now," the man said, "what's your favorite food?"

      "Sir?"

      "Your favorite food. Pizza? Scungilli?"

      Junfeng shook his head. "I don't know what you're asking—" He was interrupted by the chirp of his phone.

      "There it is," the man said. "I was just trying to kill some time. Go have a look."

      Junfeng pulled out his phone. There was a notification from Xoom on the screen. He opened the app to view his account. His balance, which had been just over one American dollar this morning, had since grown by twenty-five thousand.

      "It's a deposit. I'll give you the other half when we get to the island, I promise. Here.” The man handed over his glittering watch and winked at him. “You can keep my watch in good faith. It's worth considerably more than fifty grand, I'll tell you that. Deal?"

      Junfeng's mouth went dry. He looked down at the watch, then back up at the smiling man. He nodded a few times and ushered the stranger onto the boat.

      Their trip was one of bewildered silence, broken every so often by the man’s pronouncements on the beautiful weather, the food, and other such niceties. Junfeng responded monosyllabically, too stunned to come up with anything interesting to add.

      When they arrived at the island, Junfeng explained to the guard that the stranger was there to see Mr. Hu.

      "He's not on the list," the guard said.

      Paying them no mind, the stranger jumped off the boat and onto the dock. "Thank you very much for the ride, good sir. Now, if you'll kindly . . ." He made a shooing motion.

      The dockman didn't hesitate. He eased the boat forward, careful not to make a wake, and left the island behind. When he was far enough away, he gunned the engine and pulled out his phone. There, just as the man had promised, was another twenty-five thousand.

      Junfeng recalled the American expression he’d heard more times than he could count. Money can’t buy happiness. As far as he was concerned, it was true.

      But money could buy comfort.

      He gunned the boat again and laughed, dancing in place as the sun dipped under the sea.
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      GENERAL HU

      Marty Hu gritted his teeth as he emerged onto the wide patio and saw the intruder fiddling with the centerpiece on the glass table. He was wearing ostentatious island clothes and a giant grin.

      "Ah, there's the man of the hour," the man said. "I know I'm unannounced, but I promise this conversation will be worth your time. Nice centerpiece, by the way. HomeGoods?"

      "May I ask your name?"

      The man jutted out his chin. "I hear you're the man to talk to about this island."

      "I'm sorry, sir, but your name?"

      "I'd like to buy it from you, Mr. Hu. Your island, that is. Can I call you Marty?"

      "You may."

      "I want to buy your island, Marty. Is it true it was once used as a haven for pirates?"

      "It was, but—"

      "That's all I needed to hear." The man’s face split in a wide grin. He leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms behind his head. "You should see my museum back home. Pirate artifacts galore. You see, I'm sort of a pirate myself. They call us corporate raiders, but I like to think I'm Blackbeard swooping in with my fleet of ships, plundering for booty. All types, if you know what I mean."

      "Your museum?" Marty said, taken aback. This man was obviously unhinged.

      "But don’t you worry, Marty. I'm not here to plunder your business. I'm here to make you a very generous offer."

      "I am sorry, but the island is not for sale."

      "Oh, come on, Marty. Everything is for sale. You’re a businessman, so I know you understand that. And this place is beautiful. The view? The distance from the coast? Chef’s kiss.” He made the gesture and then paused for a moment, as if in awe. “You live here, am I right?"

      "Yes, I do. But—"

      "Perfect. Perfect. Then I must see it. I promise not to waste your time."

      Marty glared at him. "Mister . . ."

      "Wilcox. Matthew Wilcox."

      "Mr. Wilcox, I have a great many things to do. I would appreciate it if you would kindly—"

      Mr. Wilcox jabbed a finger in the air. "I'll give you a hundred grand for a tour."

      "I'm sorry?" Marty asked, his jaw dropping.

      "A hundred grand. For a tour of the island."

      "I'm not a tour guide," Marty said sternly.

      The stranger rolled his eyes. “Okay, two hundred grand, take it or leave it. A one-hour tour. I'll also buy you dinner. I know a nice little place on the coast. Beautiful view, even more beautiful waitresses."

      "Mr. Wilcox . . ."

      "Oh, for heaven's sake. Alright." Mr. Wilcox pulled out his cell phone and began texting manically. "I'll need your Xoom info."

      "Mr. Wilcox . . ."

      "Your Xoom info, Marty. I'm serious. You obviously need convincing, so what if I transfer you half in advance?"

      "I don't need your money, Mr. Wilcox."

      Marty’s hands clenched at his sides. It was a lie. He hated that it was a lie. But what he hated even more? The fact that part of him was considering the offer. There were going to be some expenses soon, expenses that he needed to keep off the books. Cash received under the radar would greatly aid in that effort. But as Mr. Wilcox had said, Marty was a businessman. Businessmen did not scrounge for cash. It was shameful.

      Mr. Wilcox sat up taller and leaned forward. "I'm not some tourist with a silly whim, Marty. Despite my demeanor, I'm actually a very serious man. Now, let’s discuss the tour."

      "Who are you, really?"

      "Take it or leave it, Marty."

      "You understand that this island is leased by my country?"

      "Of course, of course. But in order to lease it, you must know the who's who in the Costa Rican government. As such, you can make anything happen."

      "Well, that is not exactly what I meant," Marty said. "What I meant is that there are certain areas where I cannot take you. Sensitive places."

      "Ah," Mr. Wilcox said. "Yes, of course. Very hush-hush. I understand. Take me where you can."

      Marty eyed the man. "For the tour, I will require three hundred thousand dollars."

      Mr. Wilcox stepped back and held a hand to his chest as if he'd been struck, his expression aghast. "Oh, Mr. Hu, I see you're a man after my own heart! Very well." He took out his phone. "Xoom info?"

      Marty bore his eyes into the man. "I would like you to send me the funds via wire transfer."

      Mr. Wilcox shrugged and replaced his phone in his pocket. "Fine. You fetch the wiring instructions, and I'll continue admiring the view and your centerpiece. Really, you have to tell me where you got it. Target?"

      Marty covered his frustration with a polite smile. "I'll be just a moment."

      He started toward the house. An odd sound reached his ears just as he touched the door leading inside. He paused, turning to find the source.

      Mr. Wilcox was twirling around the patio with his head thrown back, pausing every so often to spin about on one foot. All the while, he sang some cheery tune. He looked like a mad version of Maria from The Sound of Music. During one especially enthusiastic twist, Mr. Wilcox tripped and fell. Giggling like a school child, he picked himself up. He then bent to inspect his loafer and fiddle with the tassel.

      Perhaps Marty Hu should have held out for more money.
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      MATTHEW WILCOX

      Wilcox was in his element, and it was glorious. This—the game, the ruse, the showmanship—was what it was all about. Party poopers like Cal Stokes couldn’t wrap their heads around it. A pity, really. If Cal were to go to a comedy show, he would be the guy the comedian targeted for not laughing. He needed to learn to have more fun. Lighten up a little.

      Now Lena, on the other hand, she got it. She really did! She always laughed at his antics, even when he pissed her off at the same time. She was a good audience. Hell, she was a great audience. That was why he'd dedicated this performance to her. He’d even sung that song she always put on the radio while he’d danced around.

      Alright, buddy, focus on the loafer, he thought to himself. It's all about the loafer.

      The expert sleight of hand required his full attention. No one was supposed to see him touch his finger to the pneumatic button on the side of the shoe. They also were not supposed to see the tiny object on tiny wheels that released at the button’s touch. To anyone with an eye on the patio, he was just a crazy man fixing his shoe.

      Wilcox continued whistling as the little device rolled five feet, turned, and sprouted a set of spindly legs. It was half the size of a dime and blended in perfectly with the stone. And though the device was small, it was quick. Very, very quick.

      As Marty Hu made his way downstairs, the robotic creature followed, sometimes walking along the floor, sometimes clinging to the wall, but always, no matter where it went, recording its travels.

      And broadcasting them back to an audience of two.
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      CAL STOKES

      "He's good, right?" Lena asked as they watched the computer screen.

      Cal couldn’t bring himself to admit it. His love-hate relationship with Matthew Wilcox was the stuff of legend. "What the hell was he singing?"

      Lena stifled a giggle. "'Fearless.' It's a Taylor Swift song."

      Cal rolled his eyes. Even remotely, Wilcox was determined to annoy him every chance he got.

      "Kind of appropriate, don't you think?"

      "Whatever," Cal said. He redirected his attention back to the video feeds.

      Once Wilcox had released the tiny spider drone, their screen had split in two. Now, one side showed Wilcox’s point of view and the other showed the spider’s.

      "Unbelievable," Cal said. "I didn't think it would work when I saw it."

      "You should see it live in action. The exoskeleton actually blends in with its surroundings, like a chameleon."

      Cal gave her a sideways glance. "You sound like you know this from experience."

      "Anyway," she said, ignoring him, "the battery life's not great. Matthew keeps telling me it doesn’t matter if the world's going gaga over electric this and electric that. Until we can figure out the battery problem, fossil fuels are here to stay."

      "What about tiny nuclear reactors?" Cal said.

      "Yeah, we’ve talked about that."

      "You serious? I was kind of joking."

      Lena shrugged. "Matthew says we're not far off. But the public doesn't want to know about that. You say nuclear and they think Chernobyl, you know what I mean?"

      Cal looked over at the girl—no, the woman beside him. She'd grown a lot in the preceding years. The same was true of their relationship, which had evolved from enemies to friends to family. Cal paused at that thought. Was it still accurate to think of her as family after her time away? He considered her blood, but did she? How deep had Wilcox gotten his claws into her? "You sound like his cheerleader."

      "You can stop looking at me like that. I know he doesn't own me, and I don't think he's God’s gift or anything."

      "I didn't say either one of those things."

      "Yeah, but it’s what you’re thinking. You all probably think that. But I'm not stupid."

      "No, you aren’t stupid. But you have no idea what he's capable of," Cal said.

      "Are you sure? I'm not a little girl, Cal. I've done things too. Things that you might not approve of. I guess that's the problem, isn't it? The line you draw in the sand is not the same one that we draw."

      "There's such a thing as absolute truth, you know."

      "Oh, don’t be so naive, Calvin."

      He cringed. Hearing her address him the same way that the psychopath assassin did made his stomach roll.

      Lena watched him with a frown. "The two of you are not that different, you know. Really."

      "He's said as much. I don't believe him."

      "Well, consider me your stamp of verification. I have to admit, though, I think his sense of humor might be slightly better than yours."

      "I can be funny," Cal said.

      Lena laughed. "Okay, then it's just different. He's more of a goofball, and you're more of a—"

      "Sarcastic Marine," Cal said.

      "Exactly," Lena agreed.

      Cal shook his head and watched the spider descend a staircase. Hu was off in the distance.

      "I count four guards down there so far," Cal said.

      "Five. You missed the guy sitting on the stool." Lena tapped the screen a few times and a new window popped up. It showed a playback of the footage from a few minutes before. "See?"

      Cal exhaled. "Five it is."

      The spider followed Hu into his residence, skirting a wall.

      "This is gonna sound stupid," Cal said, "but how does it know where to go?"

      "It's programmed to follow a moving target, but only the first one it locks onto. When the target stops, so does the spider. Well, it stops and moves against the wall. You know, so it doesn’t get stepped on. But it keeps the target in sight at all times."

      Cal thought for a moment. He hadn’t realized how critical the timing of it all had been. Wilcox had to be pretty deft in order to have placed the spider at exactly the right angle and distance at exactly the right time. One minor misstep and the tiny device could have missed Hu walking away or latched onto Wilcox himself.

      "Huh," was all he offered.

      Lena read it the right way. "I told you he was good."

      Hu entered his residence, and the spider joined him a few seconds later. It followed him through the living room, past the kitchen, and into a sprawling bedroom. There, they witnessed Hu pulling down what looked like a king-size Murphy bed and peeling back one of the side panels. He reached into the panel and extracted a thin piece of paper. His lips moved silently as he read.

      "He's memorizing something," Cal said. "A bank account, maybe? He said he was going to get his wire transfer info."

      "How much you want to bet it's a Swiss account," Lena said.

      "Or Barbados. Untraceable either way."

      Hu returned the paper and the panel and folded the Murphy bed back into place. After adjusting his collar, the businessman exited the residence, nodding to the guards.

      "Okay . . . time to go deeper. Cancelling attachment," Lena said. With a few taps of her finger on the screen, the spider stopped following Hu and returned to the stairwell. She then guided the device lower into the complex.

      The first room it found, two levels down from the residence, was an auditorium. Strange, Cal thought, but maybe that was where they gave lectures and learned about agricultural developments. Or maybe they were like the Marine Corps and used it to gather employees to talk about benefits, where not to go on liberty, and why marrying a local might not be the best idea. The real survival skills.

      Things got stranger in the next room. Cal hadn't really believed the story Wilcox and Lena had gotten out of “Perv Number Twenty,” but now it was coming to life before his eyes—albeit in black and green night vision. The ghostly view made everything all the more surreal.

      "Tell me that doesn't look like a McDonald's," he said.

      "It does."

      Sure enough, when Lena directed the spider farther into the space, the golden arches—green on their screen—came into view.

      "What the hell is this for?"

      Lena shook her head and kept tapping, maneuvering the spider all around. She even had the device crawl up to the trash can and peek inside. It was full of crumbled hamburger wrappers and drink cartons.

      "Should we go to the next room?" Lena asked.

      "How much time do we have left?"

      Lena pointed to the bottom of the screen, where the small battery gauge indicated five more minutes.

      “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      Two of those minutes ticked by before they hit the next room. The spider crawled under the door and entered an expansive space. Dim lighting limited their visibility.

      Cal pointed at a small white splotch on the screen. "What is that?"

      Lena directed the spider toward the splotch. "Is that a . . . ?"

      "It's a whiteboard."

      She rotated the spider in a circle, revealing chairs and desks facing the whiteboard.

      "Move it closer," Cal said. “I want to see what's on it."

      The spider climbed up the wall and onto the ledge that held the dry-erase markers.

      "It's a bad angle. Try going to the other side."

      "We're running low," Lena warned, pointing at the battery gauge.

      "Try the ceiling then. We can get there in time."

      The spider scuttled up the whiteboard and onto the ceiling as fast as its little legs could carry it. Lena then adjusted the spider’s position until they could see the whole board. The image was blurry, but they weren’t going to find a better view before the device died.

      Cal squinted at the screen. On the left-hand side of the board was a list of some of the largest corporations in America. Down the middle, a list of cities, including New York, LA, Miami, Nashville, Baton Rouge, and Alexandria, Virginia. On the right side of the board was a third and final list. It was the shortest. It was also the most ominous:

      
        
        
        Wish List

        IRS

        TREASURY

        WHITE HOUSE

      

      

      

      "And that's the end of the battery," Lena said. "The spider will shrivel up and die now. Anyone who finds it will think it’s a common bug."

      "Did you read the column on the right?" Cal asked.

      "What? On the board? I was too preoccupied with the battery time. Hang on." She rewound the video and froze the image. "Holy crap. What the hell, Cal?"

      "No idea."

      "The White House is on a wish list?"

      "Apparently."

      Lena sat back and exhaled. "Let's hope Wilcox can get some answers."

      "Let's hope," Cal said. "Because I don't think the president wants to hear about a Chinese invasion."

    

  







            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    




      DANIEL BRIGGS

      He walked without direction, meandering from street to street, lost in distant memories. The whole time, Liberty stuck tight to his side.

      The pain he felt was not acute. It was more like a slow-spreading infection.

      "Lord, I know you're there," he muttered.

      He closed his eyes and tried to pray, but he found his connection loose and unfocused. He gave up and looked around.

      He'd meandered his way down toward a local beach. Families were all over the dark sand, snacking on picnic blankets, chasing each other through the waves, throwing sand pies, and generally enjoying the beautiful day.

      Daniel barely saw them. He barely noticed their strange looks and the way they moved to the side to make room for him. He just kept walking. At one point, a pack of stray dogs took interest in him and the dog at his side. However, even they seemed to sense something amiss. The leader whined and off they ran.

      At the far end of the beach, Daniel came to a rocky outcropping that bordered the sea. He'd always found the ocean so calming. What was it about the endless lapping of waves and an empty horizon that called to him? For a split second, he thought about kicking off his shoes, stripping down, and swimming straight west.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      His eyes misted over with tears. He hadn't felt this lost in . . . well, a very long time.

      It was as if Satan himself had crept into his mind. All the fears he’d worked so hard to bury had crawled out of their deep, dark holes. He needed to find a way to entomb them once more, but instead he was sinking into the very holes from which they’d come.

      Why now? Why this place? He had a job to do, but he could no longer bring himself to do it. He wanted to run far, far away. Away from everything and everyone. The thought was so far removed from his nature that it shocked him, and he fell to his knees in the sand.

      "God, what have I done?" he said in a whisper.

      Liberty nuzzled in close. He held her as if her life force might feed his own.

      "What's happening to me, girl?" He asked her. She looked at him with her deep brown eyes, and though she did not understand his question, he knew she understood his soul.

      The waves pushed higher onto the shore and soaked his legs. Let them come. Let them take me away. How many times had he thought about jumping, about pulling the trigger, about ending it all? But that had been so many lifetimes ago. The forgotten memories now rolled back toward him with the tide.

      The pain came out of him in a great heave of sobs.

      The dog wrestled from his grasp. God, please, not now . . . I need her . . .

      He turned and found Liberty facing away.

      A young Asian man was coming toward them, a camera hanging from his neck. He looked like a typical tourist. Too typical.

      Liberty growled, low and long, and Daniel saw the gun in the man's left hand. He’d carefully angled it out of the public’s view.

      Daniel got to his feet slowly. Unarmed, he felt weak as a lamb. Was this a messenger from God? Had he been sent to put him out of his misery?

      "You know why I'm here," the man said when he got closer. He turned a wary eye on Liberty. “Hold the dog close and keep her calm,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to shoot her.”

      “What do you want with me?” Daniel asked, his voice weak.

      "There's a car behind me. I want you to get in the driver's seat. I'll tell you where to go."

      Daniel nodded and held out his hands so the man could see that he was not armed. He began trudging up the beach.

      And then something happened. A gate opened, and power began to flow through him. Whether it was from hell or heaven, he couldn't tell. And he didn’t care.

      With each step, he felt the power growing. He closed his eyes and relished the feeling. His inner demon was rising, and he would not try to stop it. By the time they reached the car, it was no longer Daniel Briggs walking beside the young man; it was his alter ego, a bloodthirsty animal. The beast.

      "Get in the car," the man said, but he stumbled a step back when he saw the dark fire in Daniel's eyes. Liberty was growling as well. "What kind of devil are y—"

      The last word caught in the man's throat as Daniel pounced. First, he grabbed the weapon and threw it away. Then he jabbed his palm into the man’s throat, choking him and pulling him closer. The man struggled, but it was no use. Where once there’d been color in Daniel's vision, now there was only red.

      The door hinge was the beast's objective. With a savage thrust, it slammed the man's head into the crook between the body of the car and the open door. A vicious snap cracked through the air, and Liberty whined. The beast paid her no mind. Again and again, it slammed the man’s limp head and neck against the metal and rubber and glass. Sweat and blood covered the beast, and yet it was tireless, reveling in the extinguishing of life. When the man was no longer a man, but a limp sack of flesh, he slipped from the beast’s slick hands and thumped to the ground.

      Liberty backed away, and the human body of Daniel Briggs panted from exertion. The beast shrunk back into its cage, but the door remained open. Satiated with its fill of blood and death, it would slumber . . . for now.

      Daniel looked down at the carnage in shock. Many had died at his hand, but not like this. It had been years, ages, since Daniel had left his body to the complete control of the animal inside. It disgusted him, scared him. There was little else to do but run.

      So he did. And as he fled, he was only vaguely aware of the phones pointed his way. In perfect video, they captured the horrible scene. Soon, the world would see the image of a blond man running with a beautiful dog beside him. Both drenched in blood.

      And so would every Costa Rican police officer within a hundred-mile radius.

    

  







            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      GENERAL HU

      Matthew Wilcox—if that was really his name—tipped his straw hat. "I have thoroughly enjoyed this visit, kind sir. Your hospitable care will go down in the history books as a testament to manners and magnanimity.”

      This was at least the tenth time in the last hour he'd said such a thing. Marty had gotten used to it. In fact, he’d found that once you looked past the man's extravagances, his ridiculous hat, and his habit of wearing sunglasses indoors, there was something endearing—perhaps even entertaining—about the odd man.

      Mr. Wilcox placed a hand on Marty’s shoulder. "Now, Marty, let's get down to business, shall we? Before you say anything, I’d like to acknowledge that I know it's not your choice to make. But let's say you get me in with the right people, both in Costa Rica and your government, if need be. I think in that case, you could find yourself with a very happy finder’s fee. I want you to think about that. Okay, old pal?"

      A ridiculous request, but one Marty would pretend to entertain. He’d previously decided to take the tour money and get rid of the man, but why not keep the door open? Maybe Mr. Wilcox could introduce him to some of his friends. He'd dropped a couple of names throughout their tour. If the man was at the level of influence his checkbook seemed to suggest, then Marty Hu needed to join his circle.

      "Let me make some calls," Marty said.

      "Excellent," Mr. Wilcox said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a square business card. "That's my banker's information. Make any inquiries you'd like."

      "Is there a figure you would like me to present to the Costa Ricans?" Marty asked.

      The man shrugged, lifted off his hat, and fanned his face. "I never show my cards first, Marty. You should know that by now."

      They were interrupted as two guards approached, weapons in hand.

      "Mr. Hu," one of them barked.

      "What is it?" Marty said, annoyed. He wanted to get a figure out of the man, and it was more than mere curiosity. He wanted to learn if the man had the potential to be his business partner.

      "Sir, may we take a moment of your time? It’s very important."

      Marty sighed. To Mr. Wilcox, he said, "I'm sorry, but will you give me a minute?"

      "Absolutely. Take your time. I'm just going to go take another look at the view."

      "Please do," Marty said.

      Mr. Wilcox sauntered toward the railing.

      "Mr. Hu. This man—"

      Marty held up a hand and hushed them, glancing at his guest. "Come with me," he ordered.

      The guards reluctantly followed Marty off the patio and around a bend.

      "What is it?" Marty asked when they were out of earshot.

      "Sir, that man is not who he says he is."

      "And?"

      "He's an international assassin, Mr. Hu."

      Marty looked between the two guards and laughed. "What? That's ridiculous. I would have known."

      One of the guards handed Marty his phone. On the screen was a picture of a man who looked vaguely like the one he'd just spent over an hour with. He thought back on their time together, but could not recall any concerns beyond the man’s mental stability. He’d had no weapons. He’d done nothing threatening. Still, Marty would look into it. As for the guards, whether they were right or not, at least they were on their toes. At least they'd done their job.

      "Very well."

      "Mr. Hu, it may not be safe . . ."

      Marty glared at the guard. "Are you suggesting I cannot take care of myself?"

      Color drained from the guard's face. "Not at all, sir, but this man could be dangerous."

      Marty poked his head around the corner. Mr. Wilcox had taken off his hat and shoes and stacked them in a teetering structure on the ground. Now he was arching his chest into the sunshine while unbuttoning his shirt. What a lunatic. And they thought he was dangerous?

      He turned back to the guards. "Thank you, but I think I'll be fine."

      "But we confirmed this with facial scans, sir—"

      "Facial scans can be wrong, especially with an image that grainy," Marty said. "Thank you for your concern, gentlemen."

      He rejoined Mr. Wilcox on the patio. The man had started stretching across the rail, bare-chested.

      "My apologies. Business never ceases."

      "That's alright, Marty Gras. I’ve been indulging myself with a little sun."

      "Mr. Wilcox, could I see your face, please?"

      "It's a little too bright out here to go without sunglasses, don't you think?"

      Scars dotted the man's chest and back. Battle scars.

      "Mr. Wilcox, I must insist."

      In one swift move, the man hopped up onto the railing. In another, he kicked off his linen pants and threw them to Marty. "A souvenir. It's been a pleasure, Marty. But, my old chum, as happens in many a friendship, our time together is at an end. Too-da-loo! In the words of the Bard, see you in the funny papers!"

      With this, he dove straight off the cliff.

      "Shoot him, you idiots!" Marty shouted in a fury to the guards, who scrambled with their weapons and ran forward. They let loose a volley of rounds.

      Wait. No. This was a foolish way to go about things. It was a beautiful day, and there were bound to be people out on the water. Someone would hear the shots and that would bring trouble. He scanned the horizon for boats. Sure enough, there were two sailboats and a yacht moored not far away.

      "Stop shooting. Hide your weapons, damn you." He peered over the railing for any sign of the stranger. None. "Get the boats. Find him."

      The guards rushed to comply. When he could no longer see the man far below, he looked back at the phone the guard had given him. He examined the smiling face of a man wanted by Interpol and every other police agency in the world. The man's name was indeed Matthew Wilcox. Marty read down his alleged list of accomplishments and thanked the stars that his ignorance had not gotten him killed.

      Questions raced through his mind. Why had the assassin come? Was he working alone or was he with others? Did he have ties to the American spies?

      Yes, Marty Hu had been a damn fool indeed.

      They would find Matthew Wilcox and tear the information they needed from his head—if he didn’t sink to the bottom of the ocean first. However, dead or alive, this wrinkle meant Marty’s timeline needed to move forward. Just as well. He was tired of endless training. It was time to put the first real chess piece into play.

      Then they would know him. Respect him.

      And then he would own them.
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      GAUCHO

      "Gentlemen, welcome to Boston," Howard Prescott said, walking into the room. He shook each man's hand. "I'm sorry to have kept you waiting."

      "We should be the ones apologizing. I’m sorry for arriving in this state, sir. We had no time to shower," Top said. "I'm Willie Trent. This is Gaucho."

      "Gaucho?" Howard Prescott asked with a curious grin.

      "Just Gaucho, sir. That's what they call me."

      Prescott leaned against the large oak desk. "By the looks on your faces, I'm assuming you come bearing bad news."

      "Things got messy, sir," Top said.

      "Mr. Briggs told me as much."

      "Well, he sent us here to tell you the rest of the story."

      "Before we get into it," Gaucho said, "I want you to know that we blame ourselves for this mess."

      “Alright,” Prescott said, a hint of uncertainty in his tone.

      "We were jumped by five men," Top said. "Agents. We handled it poorly. It was a public thing, and we were sloppy."

      "We took care of them without casualty," Gaucho said, "but it didn’t matter. They swallowed suicide pills."

      Prescott blanched, then quickly regained his composure. "From what it sounds like, you two were defending yourselves and each other."

      "At any rate," Top said, "it seems like things were already beginning to escalate even before this attack."

      "You think my son is somehow behind it?"

      "No, sir, that's not what we're saying," Top said. "But we do believe he's somehow involved, or at least connected. The rest of our team is working on figuring out the details as we speak."

      Prescott exhaled and ran a hand through his tidy gray hair. "My son has always been a nuisance. I'm sure you've probably deduced that by now. Most parents think back to their child's youth and say what a wonderful kid they were. How sweet. But Jeffrey, well, he was always a mean-spirited child. I failed him in my duty as a parent. I should have scolded him. I should have spanked him. But instead, I lavished him with love and presents, hoping he would change. I know that was wrong, but he’s still my son. Can you understand that?"

      "Yes, sir, we can," Gaucho said.

      "Family is a complicated thing." Prescott sighed. "Do you have families of your own?"

      "No, sir, but I think we both understand." Gaucho thought of his uncle, who worked for the United States government while running a Mexican drug cartel at the same time. Yeah, he understood complicated.

      "What should I do, gentlemen? Why are you really here? Because if you intend to ask for permission to . . . deal with my son, I won't give it to you."

      "No, sir, that's not why we're here," Top said. "We think there may be an attempt on your life."

      Prescott laughed. "Please."

      "Sir, we are very serious about this," Gaucho said.

      "I believe you. But do you think I'm afraid of being killed? I was exactly seventeen and a half when they dropped me into Laos the first time. I killed three men that day. The next week, I lost my team leader and became the lead myself. Not even eighteen years old and the responsibility had fallen on my shoulders.

      “I did not survive Vietnam and build a multibillion-dollar empire without facing death on many occasions. Do you know what the Irish mob does when they find out you're making too much money in their town? I don't think I have to tell you they aren't exactly subtle about it. So yes, gentlemen, I've been around danger most of my adult life. It is nothing new to me.”

      "Forgive me if I'm being too forward," Top said, "but have you told your son those stories?"

      Prescott chucked. "I’ve told him, but he never listens. ‘That's old news, Dad.’ That boy." He heaved a great sigh, then looked up. "Anyway, I do apologize for any inconvenience. You both strike me as men who've seen death before, but I'm sure the sudden suicide of five men right in front of your eyes was shocking."

      "Definitely not a cakewalk, sir," Gaucho said. "They were just kids."

      Prescott nodded. "Isn't it always just kids?" The man looked haunted by some secret memory. "Tell me, what do you think we should do about my son? Do we know for sure that he's involved?"

      "Yes, sir, but it is not clear how—"

      "No," Prescott said. "We must know the exact details. We must be certain. If you would do me the favor, please stay until you find out. I'll have you put up in the guest suite. Be my liaison with your team in Costa Rica. Tell me everything you hear. And gentlemen, I want you to tell your friends that my son is not to be harmed. Is that understood?"

      Top and Gaucho both nodded.

      "Good. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a congressional delegate arriving in five minutes. My executive assistant will be in shortly to arrange your accommodations."

      Prescott left, and Top gave Gaucho a look. "This is one of those times when a little boat in the Caribbean sounds pretty damn good."

      “You ain't kidding."
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      DAVID

      The young engineer averted his gaze as two men exited Howard Prescott’s office. He hunched over his desk and fiddled with a perfectly healthy hard drive as the mismatched duo passed. Once the elevator doors had closed behind them, he checked the recording on his phone.

      Crystal clear audio.

      David reassembled the hard drive and stood to stretch. Time for a smoke break. As he made his way outside, he decided he would have lunch at the cafeteria instead of his desk today. Be social for a change. Try to bond a bit with his new coworkers. He would do his daily Facebook and Instagram scrolling when he returned to his desk. He didn’t have much on the to-do list today, so it would be a good way to kill time until he went home. Yes, that sounded like a plan.

      And when he got home, he would use his private internet network and secure VPN to send off the audio recording of Howard Prescott's meeting.

      He hoped the recording would please General Hu, because this was a life he could get used to.
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      LENA

      Cal began laying into Wilcox the second he handed him a towel. And once he started, he couldn’t seem to stop. They argued the whole way home.

      "Taylor Swift? Really?"

      "You recognized it! Good for you!"

      "Screw you, Wilcox. You know, I really think you've got a damn screw loose. How you've managed to stay alive all these years is beyond me."

      "Screw you, Calvin! Don't tell me how to go about my business. I don’t come down to where you work and knock the—"

      "Enough!" Lena yelled. "Good Lord, I feel like I'm your mother sometimes!"

      "I'll be the big boy then.” Wilcox jabbed a finger into Cal’s chest. “No more arguing, Calvin. Time for serious stuff. I say we take out the whole damn operation. Nuke it."

      Cal swatted his hand away. "You would argue for a nuke," he muttered.

      "He's not serious," Lena said. She turned back to look at Wilcox. "Are you?"

      Wilcox shrugged.

      "We need more info," Cal said. "We only have a sliver of the facts."

      "You always need more info. In case anyone cares, what I need is a nap."

      Cal's phone rang. He frowned at the screen. "It's Pablo. Shit. I forgot we had a meeting today. I guess now’s as good a time as any. Lena, route us to the CIA field office, will you? Wilcox, you’ll have to wait for your nap." He put the phone to his ear. "Hey, we're on our way."

      They arrived five minutes later to find the CIA station chief pacing in front of the building.

      "Sorry we're late," Cal said. "Our friend here thought it would be a good idea to become target practice for a couple guys with machine guns.”

      "Something's happening," Pablo said. "I can't tell you what exactly, but it’s not good. Chinese citizens are disappearing and dying before our eyes. Five turned up dead on a beach a few days ago, and today one was murdered right out in the open. Dozens of witnesses caught this morning’s killing on camera. The whole world’s already seen the footage."

      He pulled out his phone and showed them a compilation of videos.

      Lena's hand went to her mouth. The sheer brutality was bad enough, but worse, she knew that face.

      "That's your friend, isn't it?" Pablo said, putting his phone away.

      Cal shot Lena a look. It was a silent order to gather herself. To Pablo, he said, "What is it that you want?"

      "I want to know why you're really here," Pablo said.

      "I told you that when we first met. We're here to keep an eye on Jeffrey Prescott. Your man."

      "Mr. Stokes, I don't know how things work where you normally operate, but here in Costa Rica? With this type of killing? The cops don’t like it. The politicians even less. I've had no fewer than seven phone calls from my contacts in the Costa Rican government. They want to know who this man is—your man, not mine."

      "You know who he is. Why don't you go find him?" Cal said, his steam rising.

      "Lighten up, will you, Calvin?"

      "Shut up, Matthew," Lena said.

      "I’m gonna go change," Wilcox said, glancing down at his damp swim trunks. He strolled off.

      Pablo ushered them inside to a small conference room.

      "I hate that man," Cal said once seated.

      Lena touched his arm. "Cal, we have no idea what's going on here. We need to work together. Can we just put aside our bullshit for a second? Pablo, can we work together?"

      Pablo looked at her, his face softening. "My contacts informed me that a pistol was found at the scene. Seems to have been held solely by the victim, never fired. You should also know that parts of these videos have been scrubbed. That said, I have a particularly gifted tech who's working on obtaining every video of the event on the internet. We’re trying to get a full picture. Once we have that, we’ll work on the narrative. We have ways to alter it as we please."

      He turned back to Cal. "I won't beat around the bush, Cal. Your friend is in trouble, and I'm getting heat from every angle. I think it's best that you leave the country now."

      "Over my dead body," Wilcox said, entering the room with a towel wrapped around his waist. "The fun's just starting, and I sure do like some fun."

      Pablo's eyes narrowed. "You're the other person on the list."

      "Moi?” Wilcox said.

      Pablo raised a brow. "Ne joue pas avec moi.”

      Wilcox chuckled. "I like you, man. Next time I'm in Paris, I'll be sure to send you a box of pastries."

      "What did he say?” Cal asked no one in particular.

      "He said an international assassin of my fame shouldn't go around in a towel. It's an occupational hazard and threatens the less masculine—ahem, Cal Stokes, ahem."

      Cal gritted his teeth and avoided looking anywhere near Wilcox.

      Pablo eyed each one of them in turn. "I think we all know shit’s about to hit the fan. Can we all agree on that? So, let me repeat myself. You need to leave."

      "Or what?" Wilcox said. "You'll get the government to revoke my driver's license? I'm staying and fighting. Give me a steak knife and I'll take little old Marty Hu out. He is a snake. I could smell it. Power hungry and licking his chops to be the big man on campus."

      "You know, I've been watching General Hu for some time," Pablo said.

      "General Hu?" Cal asked.

      "Yes. Chinese intelligence. That is, former Chinese intelligence. This is his second life. Publicly, he's here to cement the relationship between the Costa Ricans and the Chinese. The Chinese are providing money, resources, and talent to the local economy, but I've suspected for some time that he has an ulterior motive. That’s why I assigned an informant from Hu’s plantation to Prescott."

      Lena looked at Cal. "Show him the video."

      "What video?"

      "The one from the island. What other video would I be talking about?"

      Cal shot her a sneer.

      "Oh my God," she said. "We're on the same team, Cal. Show him the video."

      With obvious reluctance, Cal grabbed the laptop from his bag, pressed a few buttons, and let the video play. Pablo watched it without emotion, glancing up only once to give Wilcox a look of begrudging admiration. When the video was over, Pablo shook his head.

      "What do you think it means?" Lena said.

      "I don't know," the CIA man answered. "It could be all manner of things. It could be simple training. They might just want their citizens to understand the American way of life."

      "But that's not what you think is it," Wilcox said.

      Pablo shook his head. “No, but I'm not one for guessing. I want proof."

      Wilcox clapped his hands together. "Your wish is my command, Sancho Panza. Come on, let's go tilt some windmills together."

      "Hold your horses, Don Quixote," Cal said.

      "Oooh, look who's the cultured warrior now."

      Cal ignored him. "Pablo, do you have the resources to get on that island?"

      "I would say yes, but we haven’t been able to make contact with our informant in days. It’s the guy I mentioned earlier. He’s highly placed in Hu's organization. His name is Dr. Peter Lin. I was forced to give him over to Jeffrey Prescott when he arrived in Costa Rica, but I'm pretty sure he botched that relationship."

      "Then let's squeeze Prescott," Cal said.

      "Again, it's not that easy," Pablo said. "He's still an employee of the United States government. Until we have definitive proof that he's done something illegal, I can't lay a finger on him."

      "Let me do it," Wilcox said. "I love laying fingers on government employees."

      Cal and Pablo both gave him dirty looks.

      "You wound me, truly," Wilcox said. "I'm only trying to be one of the good guys."

      "Then shut your mouth and go put some clothes on," Cal said.

      "You don't like the view? I caught you staring. Don’t blush.” Wilcox grinned. “No, I'm staying right here. I want to know what you guys are planning."

      "Why? So you can step in and screw it all up?"

      Pablo looked between them, and Lena could see what he was thinking: these men were at each other's throats, and that presented him with opportunities.

      "Where is Prescott now?" she asked, cutting through the tension.

      "Funny enough, he's at the office," Pablo said.

      "Let's go talk to him." Wilcox made for the door.

      Cal held up his hand. "You're not going anywhere near Jeffrey Prescott."

      The building began trembling. And then the trembling turned into rumbling. A mug jittered off the conference table and shattered on the tile floor. An explosion sounded in the distance.

      Pablo raced to the rooftop with the others at his heels. Wilcox clutched his towel to his waist as he ran. When they reached the top, they didn’t have to search for the source of the explosion.

      On the horizon, in full view of the entire coastline, a plume of smoke and dust had bloomed into a giant mushroom cloud.

      Beneath the cloud were the crumbling ruins of General Hu's mysterious island.

      A monument to missed opportunities.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      Marty woke him roughly, almost pushing him out of the bed.

      "Get up. Get some clothes on," his old friend snapped.

      Peter did as he was told, slipping on his clothes as his foggy brain struggled to keep up.

      They boarded a boat along with half a dozen guards.

      "Where are we going?" Peter asked.

      "To my yacht," came Marty’s curt reply.

      The small transport vessel threw up white foam on either side as it bounced and glided at tremendous speed through the churning waves. When Peter’s sensitive stomach had almost had enough, they reached what he estimated was a hundred-foot craft. The yacht was sleek, pristine, and glittering like a jewel in the Pacific. One by one, they were hoisted aboard.

      "I want everyone below deck," Marty said. He turned to Peter. "Except you. Come with me."

      They walked to the bridge, and Marty pulled out his phone. "Watch this, Peter." He turned back to look at his island.

      "What's going on?" Peter asked.

      "How long have you been working for the Americans?" Marty said without looking at him.

      Peter fumbled for words. He should have prepared for this, but he hadn’t.

      "Don't answer that," Marty said. “It doesn’t matter. You won’t be talking to them any longer. From here on out, I own you. Completely. But don’t worry, you’ll have a place here. It just might be at the bottom of a hole. One you dig yourself. But before we discuss this in more detail, let’s enjoy a show."

      Peter followed Marty’s gaze to the island.

      "Hold on to your shorts," his old friend said, pressing a button on his phone screen.

      Tremors originated from somewhere deep inside the island, sending rolling waves toward the yacht. Then, like an apple with an M-90 stuck in it, the island exploded outward, throwing chunks of debris in every direction. The sound was deafening. They were far enough away that none of the debris made it to them, but the force of the blast did. Waves slammed into the yacht, and they rocked in the water. Peter stared open-mouthed at the destruction.

      He turned to Marty, words failing him. At last, he weakly said, "Why?"

      Marty slapped him across the face. "You speak when I tell you to speak. Now, sit down!"

      Peter sat down, his mind seized with shock and humiliation. Marty walked to the boat’s control board and expertly fired up the engines. He began ordering the crew to their stations.

      They moseyed south, keeping to the coast while watching rubbernecking locals who'd obviously heard the explosion. After a few hours, they headed back toward the island, dropping anchor about a mile away. The crew set up a dinghy and manhandled him down into it. Marty and several guards joined him in the boat. They zipped off toward shore, and Peter spent the ride anticipating the dark hole Marty had mentioned.

      He knew he should be frightened, but in that moment, he felt nothing. He was exhausted and wanted it all to end. His shock and humiliation had given way to emptiness. If his old roommate was soulless enough to blow up an island full of his countrymen—Peter hadn’t seen any of the island’s staff evacuate besides the guards—what else was he capable of?

      He wanted to give up, submit himself to his fate. But when they reached land and loaded themselves into a vehicle, some of his old fire returned. He began to work on a way out. Somewhere in this world, something existed that could stop Marty Hu. He remembered an expression one of his professors had taught him. That which can be imagined can be accomplished. It hadn’t meant much to him at the time, but it did now.

      A familiar face greeted them at a large condo on the outskirts of town.

      "Dr. Lin, what a pleasant surprise," Jeffrey Prescott said.

      No sooner had the words left his lips than Marty Hu lunged, wrapping both hands around Prescott's throat and pushing him inside. The two guards Marty had brought with them nudged Peter into the living room.

      "Wait in the car," Marty barked at the guards. "But leave Dr. Lin here. I want him to see this."

      The guards left, and Peter noted with clinical interest that Prescott's face was turning red, his eyes bulging, as Marty pressed him against the wall.

      Marty let go.

      "You can't do that," Prescott said, gulping for air.

      Marty leaned in. "I can do whatever I please. You belong to me, remember?"

      Fear flickered like candlelight in Prescott's eyes.

      "What have you told your government?" Marty said.

      "Nothing, I swear. They don't even know that I know you."

      Marty punched Prescott in the stomach. The CIA agent went down gagging. A moment later, he spewed what looked and smelled like coffee onto the floor.

      "They sent someone to my island," Marty said. "I think you were behind it."

      "What? You're crazy," Prescott said, wobbling to his feet and wiping his chin.

      "I'm going to give you a name, and you are going to find out why he's here. Do you understand?" Marty’s voice was suddenly flat and emotionless.

      "Sure, sure," Prescott said.

      "Now get ready. I wouldn't want your pathetic excuse for a brain to forget this. Matthew Wilcox. Repeat it."

      "Matthew Wilcox," Jeffrey Prescott said, not recognizing the name. "But what do I tell them when I ask?"

      Marty looked at Peter. "I can only wonder what went through your head when this idiot was assigned as your handler." He turned back to Prescott. "Tell them that one of your contacts mentioned Wilcox's name. Say he might be in town. Act stupid. That shouldn’t be so hard, should it? Now, I’m going to have someone bring you paper towels and some cleaner. They will stand here and watch you clean this mess."

      Peter stared in disbelief at the pathetic sight of his handler. There Jeffrey Prescott stood, still as a schoolboy, head bowed, a puddle of puke at his feet, waiting patiently to clean up his own mess.

      Marty turned to Peter. "Americans," he said in a low voice, shaking his head. "Is there anything more important to them than saving their own skin?"

      Peter Lin nodded, still not saying a word, but thinking that maybe Marty Hu ought to be considering that kind of prioritization for himself.
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      CAL STOKES

      Had that really been his best friend in the video? A monster filled with such rage that he'd nearly decapitated a man?

      Lena grimaced. “He’s not answering.”

      “Try him again.”

      She placed the call. “Straight to voicemail this time.”

      Cal threw his head back on the chair and stared at the ceiling, thinking about everything that had happened since they’d arrived in Costa Rica. The deaths of the five football players. Sending Top and Gaucho back. His kidnapping and subsequent crocodile torture. An island blowing up. And now, to top it all off, his best friend was wanted for murder. They were having a helluva time down here in good old Costa Rica.

      All manner of conspiracies ran through his brain. For a moment, he even entertained the idea that Wilcox was behind it all. It was just the sort of thing that would appeal to the psycho's warped mind. But that would also mean that Lena was in on it. The two had grown as thick as thieves, a fact that made his stomach lurch.

      Cal looked at the brand-new phone Neil had FedExed him. He'd changed the lock screen to a photo of the whole Jefferson Group. Their arms were around each other and they were smiling with their thumbs up. Even President Zimmer was there. Daniel was in the middle, the light in his eyes bright. The photo was from a lifetime ago. It had been taken just after Daniel had come back from the brink of despair. They’d all been on top of the world at the time.

      What the hell had happened? He would give anything to return them all to those happier times.

      His phone pinged with a news alert, catching his attention. He’d set up notifications for a variety of news outlets earlier. He unlocked the phone and checked the latest headlines, breathing a painful sigh of relief when he saw they were all about video manipulation. Whatever Pablo was doing behind the scenes was working. No fewer than fifteen different versions of the video had surfaced, and in each one, the man who'd killed the Chinese American looked like a completely different person.

      "The original video is buried. There are so many versions now that the whole thing looks like a hoax.”

      “Good,” Lena said.

      Cal scratched his head and stared at a wall. "When did we get like this?"

      "Like what?"

      He held up his phone. "This is the kind of stuff the Russians and the Chinese pull on their citizens. We're better than this."

      "It's survival, Cal. Covering your ass transcends borders."

      "Well then," Cal said, putting his phone in his pocket, "I guess it's good to have friends in tech."

      The front door opened and Liberty trotted inside. She saw Cal and rushed to greet him.

      "Hey, girl, what's shaking?"

      He petted her for a moment and then looked up at the man in the doorway. It was Daniel Briggs, and yet it wasn’t. There was no soul left in the man’s body.

      The blue of Daniel's eyes was muted. His shoulders were hunched, his clothes torn, his long hair mussed like he'd run through a jungle while being pecked by birds. Scratches covered his cheeks and ran all up and down his arms.

      Cal was at a loss for words.

      "My God, Daniel," Lena said, getting up from her chair and running to him.

      He held up a firm hand, his expression unmoved. Lena stopped in the middle of the room and her arms dropped to her sides.

      "Well, look what the hellcat dragged in," Wilcox said. "You look like shit, Briggs. Costa Rican rice and beans not agreeing with you?"

      A change came over Daniel. He hadn’t looked relaxed when he’d entered the home, but he’d been loose. Now, any semblance of calm he’d possessed vanished. He tensed, a dangerous fire roaring to life in his eyes, and then lunged at Wilcox.

      Wilcox was quick to defend himself, but not quick enough. The men fell to the floor with a thud that shook the furniture. With deep grunts that came from some ugly place inside him, Daniel rained punches down on Wilcox. The assassin, too, released his snarling beast, but he was no match for the animal attacking him. He was getting pummeled.

      "Stop! Daniel!" Lena shouted, trying to find space to intervene.

      There was none. The two men were oblivious to their surroundings as the blows flew. Wilcox threw the beast off him, forcing Lena to sidestep. He dove after it, making splinters of the coffee table, and landed a hit on the beast’s left eye. Blood splattered like he'd punched a puddle.

      "Do something," Lena said to Cal.

      Cal hesitated. Part of him wanted Daniel to do it, to finish the assassin. Wilcox had been such a thorn in their side. But he couldn't condone the atrocity—not when Daniel was in this state. He knew his friend wouldn’t forgive himself for it once his mind returned.

      "Daniel, let him go!" he shouted.

      The two men continued their wild fray across the floor, fists flying and hands grabbing for throats. Both were covered in each other's blood. They smashed into chairs, thumped into walls, growled, and spat.

      Cal had no choice. He pulled out his weapon. "Daniel! Enough!”

      He saw the flicker of a glance, but no one was home. The creature possessing Daniel did not care that there was a weapon pointed at it.

      "Let him go!" Lena shouted.

      Liberty whined, pacing back and forth, her terrified eyes on the fight.

      With a guttural groan, Wilcox flipped Daniel onto his back and pressed his hands to his throat, locking his arms to prevent any budging. Wilcox’s hands were in just the right place, applying just enough pressure. The light began to fade from the beast’s eyes, and for a heartbeat, his friend returned.

      Cal looked at Daniel and saw his darkness, his pain. Then Daniel’s eyes rolled back, and his body went limp. Wilcox felt for a pulse, then got to his feet, chest heaving, blood pouring from a cut on his chin.

      "Well," he said between pants, "someone needs to switch to decaf. Seriously though, what the hell is wrong with this guy?"

      Cal wondered the same thing.
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      DANIEL BRIGGS

      He ran so fast that his legs ached. So fast that his lungs strained, his eyes burned, and his extremities tingled. And yet, no matter how fast he went, he could not outrun his beast. Somehow, it always knew which way he was going to turn. Every diversion he took, it followed. Through an endless series of tunnels, its hollow moaning filled his ears.

      He rounded yet another corner and saw it. Somehow, it had gotten ahead of him. Its presence was deep, billowing. It enveloped everything in its path.

      He turned to run back the way he'd come, but he slammed face-first into a wall. It stunned him for a moment. He looked down, and his attention caught on his hands. He held them in front of him. They were covered in some sort of sentient fungus. It was the sickly color of a swamp. He watched as the grotesque life-form crept up his arms and descended to his feet, leaving trails of itself everywhere it went.

      The fungus became a serpent. It wrapped around his neck and whispered in his ear. "I have you now . . ."

      In his dream, Daniel Briggs screamed.

      He came to with a jolt. Someone was pressing down on his chest.

      "Thank God."

      He recognized Cal's voice. It took a minute for the rest of the fog to clear. Slowly, his friend's face came into focus. He looked around. Lena was there too. She was holding a white rag dotted with blood.

      "What happened?" Daniel asked.

      "Just lie back down," Cal said.

      Lena leaned over and dabbed his eyebrow and cheek. The rag came away with fresh blood. "You need to rest," she said.

      "Damn right you need to rest," Wilcox said from the corner.

      Daniel picked his head up and saw Wilcox splayed in an armchair, surrounded by broken debris. He had one arm across his chest, and the other holding an ice pack to the side of his face. He removed the pack to reveal a mess of blood, bruising, and swelling. He looked at the ice pack, shook it, then tossed it aside and grabbed another.

      "You need to stop eating peyote for breakfast, my friend. I thought I was nuts, but you got me beat by a furlong."

      "Shut your mouth, Wilcox," Cal said softly.

      The memories washed over Daniel. Had he really done all that? No, it had been the beast. He’d just been an observer . . . but he hadn’t tried to stop it.

      His head screamed, his hands too. Pain radiated from his soul on outward. He pushed himself up to a sitting position. The move made his head swim.

      "Whoa," he said.

      Lena steadied him. "Here, I've got you."

      "I'm alright, thanks."

      Wilcox continued to glare at him.

      "I'm sorry," Daniel said. "I didn't mean—"

      "What? You didn't mean to go all Hulk on me? You did though, and it looks like you're on the mend now, so why don't we finish it?" Wilcox dropped the ice pack on a side table and rose from his chair.

      Lena intercepted, putting a hand on Wilcox’s chest. "For God’s sake, leave him alone, Matthew."

      "No, he's a grown man. Let him answer me."

      "I'm done fighting," Daniel said, his tone dejected. He wasn’t sure if the full weight of his words landed with anyone other than himself.

      "Listen, I need to talk to you," Cal said. He turned to Lena. "Take Wilcox out of here, please?"

      "You can't make me leave," Wilcox said. "Besides, what if he goes cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs on you?"

      "He won't. Right, Daniel?"

      Daniel nodded.

      "You see? Go get yourself some fresh ice. Maybe with a hint of cyanide."

      Wilcox stuck out his tongue as Lena pushed him from the room.

      Cal turned back to him. "Hey, what's going on with you? Everything alright?”

      "No." Daniel took a heavy breath. "I don't know what's wrong with me. But that—what I did to him—it wasn't me."

      Cal grabbed his arm. "I know it wasn't. We'll smooth it out, I promise."

      "It's not your job to clean up my mess."

      "Hey, hold on just a second," Cal said. "How many times have you cleaned up my mess? Now it's my turn. I don't mind. That's what friends do, right?"

      Daniel shook his head. "This is my fight."

      "Your fight? For what?"

      Daniel wasn't sure, not yet, so he didn't say anything. All he knew was that he needed to get away—far, far away—from his friends and anyone else he could hurt.

      "I have to go," Daniel said, getting to his feet.

      "You can't go," Cal said. "We dealt with the video footage, but who knows if the cops still have your picture? They may be looking for you. Let's wait until—"

      Daniel touched his friend’s arm. "I have to go now. I'm sorry, Cal. Really."

      Cal sighed and held up his hands. "I understand. I do.” He paused, and they shared a short, solemn silence. “You’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do for you?"

      Daniel shook his head slowly, sadly. "I think this is something I need to do on my own." He wanted to tell Cal they would see each other soon, but he wasn’t sure that was true. So instead, he gave his friend one last nod. "Tell Lena I'm sorry. And thanks."

      Liberty was waiting for him at the front door. She whined a little when he bent down. He cradled her head and nuzzled his cheek against hers.

      "You be a good girl, you hear?"

      Her large brown eyes looked deep into his, squeezing the shredded remains of his heart.

      "It's going to be okay," he said, fighting back fresh tears. "Keep an eye on Cal, alright?"

      She whined louder and tried to climb into his lap.

      "No, girl. You stay here."

      He set her to the side and took one last look back. He needed answers—answers he would not find in Costa Rica.

      But he knew where to start.
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      GENERAL HU

      He wandered the hallways of his plantation complex, missing the tiny island empire he'd worked so hard to build. Generic pictures of beaches and sunsets adorned the walls. He stopped to admire one of them, though it didn't come close to matching the beautiful view from his now-defunct patio. It was such a shame that he’d needed to blow the island up. So much effort had gone into making the place special. Oh well.

      Marty released a satisfied sigh. Things had played out better than he’d anticipated. He’d thought there might be a bump or two along the way, but no. It had all gone smoothly. The evidence was gone, and his assets were secure. His millions would always be his biggest priority, so he’d checked those first. The pockets of money he’d worked so hard to hide were still safely tucked away. As for his title, he'd already spoken with his superiors to explain the events. He’d told them all about the saboteur who had died in the blast. His position was safe.

      There had been no saboteur, of course. It was pure fiction—stolen right out of a cheesy spy novel—but it had worked. My God, he would say the next time he saw his superiors in person. I uncovered the diabolical plan—and the ticking timer! We made it off the island in the nick of time!

      He'd already begun disseminating information about the saboteur to the guards who'd escorted him off the island. Nothing concrete, just a few hints. Whispers and rumors would do the rest of the work for him. By the time the investigation team arrived from China, the story would have a life of its own.

      In reality, the blast had been the product of several pallets of Russian explosives planted during one of the weekends he’d given the staff off. He smiled at the memory of his generosity. He was such a good boss. A truly benevolent boss. Never mind that most of those staff members were dead now. They would all enter their final destinations as satisfied employees.

      Marty wandered down the hall with his hands tucked behind his back. As he walked, his mind whirred. He still needed to figure out how to tie this all back to the Russians. Playing off the discord between the two supposed allies would reduce the number of questions asked by his superiors. Animosity was such a powerful thing.

      But right now, he needed to talk with Peter Lin.

      He found his old friend seated at the desk in his office, his eyes glued to his laptop. News videos were playing.

      Marty cleared his throat. Peter looked up.

      "I need you to get back to work."

      "Back to work?"

      "That's what I said. Back to work."

      Peter pointed at the images streaming on his screen. "Did you see this? It's everywhere. All over the world."

      Marty sighed. "I told you this already. It was an elaborate plot to kill me. And you. The saboteur is already dead. You think you can remember that story?"

      Peter nodded.

      "Under pain of death?" Marty added.

      "How about you?" Peter replied.

      Marty chuckled. "At least you haven't lost your sense of humor. Now, before you go back to your work, I would like you to write a report on your relationship with Jeffrey Prescott and the CIA. I want to know everything about him and anyone else you talked to. I want to know what information you shared. Scan it over to me as soon as you finish.”

      Peter nodded. “I will make it my top priority.”

      “Wonderful. Well, have a good day. I’ll pick you up at five o’clock. We are having dinner with the Prescotts. And before you ask, yes, the plural was intentional. Another Prescott will be joining Jeffrey—his father, Howard. And Howard will be bringing a date. This is an important meal—make sure you look sharp."
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        * * *

      

      True to his word, Marty returned to the plantation at five o’clock sharp. He arrived in the back of a limo, clothed in his best suit, with two glasses of champagne ready and waiting. Tonight was a night to celebrate. Tonight was the night he would have dinner with Howard Prescott. He had waited a long time for an opportunity like this.

      Almost giddy with excitement, Marty went to find Peter.

      “Come, old friend. This time you’ll get to see the motorcade. It’s not very large, but maybe one day it will be.”

      When they had settled into the back of the limo with champagne in hand, Marty gave a toast. “To new opportunities, and making something from nothing,” he said.

      “Yes, to that indeed,” Peter agreed, a small smile on his face.

      While they sipped their drinks, Marty questioned Peter on the scanned dossier he’d received earlier that day. The conversation was quick—he just had a few points to clarify—since the report had confirmed Marty’s best-case-scenario ideations. As he’d suspected, Prescott was a rookie who fancied himself a seasoned veteran, and Peter hadn’t had any valuable information to give. Perfect.

      Marty lounged in the back of his limo, serene as a sunset, and played the night out in his mind. He imagined shaking hands and rubbing elbows with Howard Prescott. Yes, a night of opportunity indeed.

      One he was sure would play a pivotal role in his destiny.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      Jeffrey Prescott walked into the living room with his best Cheshire smile firmly in place. He was carrying a bottle of champagne. "Veuve Clicquot," he said, mispronouncing the name. He turned the bottle forward, displaying the label like a trophy. "It’s a 2012. Thought I'd splurge."

      "Wonderful," Marty said, examining the label.

      Prescott looked up. "Dr. Lin! I’m glad you are joining us.”

      "I see we're both working for the same master," Peter said. His comment elicited a subtle frown from Prescott, but the CIA agent recovered quickly. Peter made a mental note to be more careful. His nerves were getting to him. He thought back to the message he had sent earlier that day. An insane tactic, but desperate times . . .

      "I see it as more of a strategic partnership. Wouldn't you agree, Marty?"

      "Strategic partnership, indeed," Marty said, unbothered by Peter’s comment. He was in unusually high spirits. "Dinner is almost ready. I've asked the chef to set everything out on the veranda. The sunset will be beautiful."

      "Sounds fantastic," Prescott said. "To our partnership." The two men shook hands.

      Peter almost felt sorry for Prescott. Almost. As an American and a CIA agent, the playboy was a traitor to his own people. He and Marty were both in it for themselves.

      May God spit on both of them.

      The three men walked out onto the veranda and took seats around a table set for four.

      Marty frowned and turned to the server. "I told you we needed two more sets."

      "Right, Mr. Hu," the man said, scurrying back inside.

      "He's new," Marty said. "I'll let him live."

      Prescott chuckled, but Peter did not. He thought of the staff on the island, a sick feeling in his gut.

      Prescott popped open the champagne with a flourish. He poured himself a glass, then filled the others. "I thought it was just us. Anyone I know?"

      "You might," Marty said with a smile.

      The anticipation of the clash between the younger Prescott and his father excited Peter, so much so that he found he couldn't take more than a single sip of his champagne. He did not know the details of their relationship, but he had his guesses.

      No sooner had the fifth setting been laid than the doorbell rang.

      "Ah, I'll be right back," Marty said.

      Peter rose from his seat and buttoned his coat. Jeffrey, suddenly aware, did the same.

      Marty returned with an older gentleman in a tailored suit. He was tall and fit and had a wide smile. Peter assumed this was Howard Prescott. But who was the young man with the serious eyes beside him? Peter, like Marty, had expected a woman.

      "Well, we have a surprise times two," Marty said.

      "My date couldn't make it. I took the liberty of bringing an associate of mine in her place,” Howard said.

      Peter glanced over at the younger Prescott, reveling in the sour look on his face. Jeffrey finished his glass of champagne in three large gulps.

      "Dr. Peter Lin, this is Howard Prescott, Jeffrey's father."

      Peter shook the older man’s hand. “Very pleased to meet you, sir.” He turned to the younger man. “And you are?"

      "Cal Stokes. Nice to meet you, Dr. Lin. I've heard a great deal about you." They shook hands.

      "Mr. Stokes," Marty said, obviously wary of the stranger, "in what capacity do you work for Howard Prescott?"

      "Security, sir."

      Marty forced a smile. "Ah, very nice."

      "Cal here is a good friend," Howard Prescott said, grabbing one of the champagne glasses his son had filled before he’d arrived. "So, what are we celebrating? Treachery or triumph?"

      "Why can't it be both?" Marty said without missing a beat.

      Peter looked around the group, transfixed by the drama playing out before his eyes. There was a stern look on the father's face, a petulant one on the son's, and bemusement on Marty's. As for the interloper, he looked like he wanted to toss a grenade in the middle of the dinner party.

      "So, Jeffrey," Howard said, "how about you tell me what the hell you've gotten yourself into?"

      The younger Prescott's face reddened. "I—"

      "Please, gentlemen," Marty said, trying to retain his composure. "Why don't we have a seat? The chef's prepared a wonderful meal."

      "Thank you, Mr. Hu, but I'd like to iron out how big of a traitor my son is before we eat. Tell me, Jeffrey, how much does your soul go for these days? Hm? Do you adjust for inflation?"

      "He hasn't given me a penny, Dad. I don't need it."

      "Right—because you think I'm going to pay your way. Well, that's over. Done. You're cut off. Do you hear me? I won't pay for your lifestyle, and I won't sit here and watch as you throw away your life. I brought Mr. Stokes here as a witness."

      Jeffrey scoffed. "A security guard? What, did you adopt him in my place or something?"

      "He's the man I sent to watch you."

      The color drained from the younger man's face. He poured himself another glass of champagne, downed it in one swig, stifled a belch, and said, "I haven't done anything wrong."

      "Gentlemen," Marty said, "while I enjoy a good cockfight, might I suggest we—"

      A red dot appeared on Jeffrey Prescott's forehead, causing everyone to freeze.

      "What?" the younger Prescott said, right before the back of his head opened up in a burst of blood.

      Howard Prescott screamed, rushing to his fallen son.

      The house erupted in gunfire.
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      DR. PETER LIN

      Peter dropped to the ground. He saw Marty do the same. His old friend began to crawl away. Where the hell was he going to go?

      Boots stomped past. The firing stopped. An eerie moment of silence followed as the smoke, thick and acrid, hung in the air. From the cloud, a squad of masked men emerged, all converging on Marty Hu.

      "General Hu, you've been summoned by the Chairman," the leader said, pointing his weapon at Marty's head.

      Marty cast a look back at Peter, who smiled grimly. His text message from earlier this morning had set tonight’s events in motion.

      Marty’s jaw dropped. "You?"

      "My uncle is a government official," Peter said, the tears in his eyes bittersweet.

      "Traitor," Marty snarled.

      "Yes, we both are, but for different reasons. It's over, Marty. My uncle knows everything."

      Marty began to weep, his face reflecting the misery of his betrayal. "Traitor!" he cried again as they took him away.

      The troops left as quickly as they’d arrived.

      Through the clearing smoke, Peter turned to see Howard Prescott cradling his son in his arms. Jeffrey’s ruined head had lolled onto the man's chest, fused there by brain matter and darkening blood.

      Cal Stokes was the first on his feet. He walked over and helped Peter to his. "What the hell was that all about?"

      Peter stared at the man, who had the fire of battle in his eyes. It was obvious he'd been ready to fight. "Who are you, Mr. Stokes?" he said instead of answering.

      "A friend of Mr. Prescott's. I'm an American."

      "And what's your business with General Hu?"

      "I don’t think it matters anymore.” Cal glanced at Jeffrey’s body, then looked back at Peter. “That business has been taken care of. I came as Mr. Prescott's guest just in case I was needed. While I wasn't expecting fireworks, I can't say that I'm disappointed. And you, Dr. Lin? Whose side are you on?"

      "I'm an American, Mr. Stokes. The Chinese will probably kill me just for saying that, but I don't care. I’m sure they already want me dead after today. I'm tired. I'm sick of the manipulation. I just want to die in peace."

      A small sob came from Howard Prescott. They both looked over to where the father sat crying, rocking back and forth as if putting his baby to sleep.

      "Why don't we go talk inside?" Cal said. "Give him some time with his son."

      They found seats in the living room and Peter told Cal his story. When he finished, he sighed and put his head in his hands. “That's all of it. All the important parts, anyway."

      Cal looked up. "You had such potential, Dr. Lin. From the sound of it, you could have ended world hunger."

      "What are you going to do with me?" Peter asked. He didn’t want to talk about his failed potential.

      Cal breathed a sigh. "I'm going to get you home, Dr. Lin. You said it yourself—you're an American. I'm going to make sure that you live out your days as one. In peace. Although, that part is up to you, isn’t it?"

      Peter bowed his head. Shame pierced his heart. He didn’t deserve this. His eyes misted over. "I would like that very much, Mr. Stokes. And yes, in peace."

      "Call me Cal. We leave bright and early tomorrow morning. I suggest you prepare."

      Peter nodded, a wave of relief coming over him. Marty was gone, and the nightmare was over. But beneath the relief, a terrible feeling lingered.

      "My heart is sick," he said.

      Cal nodded. "I won’t sugarcoat it, Dr. Lin. You’ll probably feel that way for a long time. But right now is when you get to start making it right."

      Peter wiped his eyes on his sleeve. He cleared his throat and composed himself. "Once in America, I would like to visit my parents' grave."

      "We'll make that your first stop, okay?"

      The doctor, unable to speak without his speech giving way to sobs, nodded.

      At long last, he could go home.
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      CAL STOKES

      "I'm so very sorry for your loss, sir." He shook Howard Prescott's hand. "Are you sure I can't stay and help you make arrangements for your son's body?"

      The man's face was drawn. The confident billionaire had been replaced by a father in the depths of grief. "No, thank you," he said softly. "You've already done enough."

      "What's next?" Cal said.

      Prescott ran a hand through his hair. "I need to talk to my agent and get the damn house sold. I don't think I can ever come back to Costa Rica."

      "I understand, sir. This may not be the right time to mention money—"

      "Of course. We'll settle immediately. My accountant—"

      Cal held up a hand. "I really appreciate that, sir, but you didn’t let me finish. I was going to tell you not to worry about our payment. I . . . don't feel like we've earned it."

      Prescott shook his head. "Mr. Stokes, you have earned it. You had three men chased from the country, and you were put in harm's way. You deserve the fee. It'll be wired to your account by morning."

      Cal nodded and shook the man's hand again. "If there's anything we can do, sir, please let me know."

      Cal walked down the front steps and got into the taxi, Liberty jumping in behind him. He'd already said his goodbye to Pablo. The CIA station chief had promised to have the rest of the team's belongings expedited back to the States. One less thing to worry about.

      He stroked Liberty as he thought about Dr. Lin. The biologist was already on his way back to the United States. A military transport heading to Eglin that morning had been more than happy to take him. He was safe at last, surrounded by experienced operators who knew how to keep their mouths shut.

      Top and Gaucho were on their way back to Charlottesville, where Cal would meet them. He wondered if Daniel would turn up there too, and a shiver ran through him. It was hard not to shiver when he thought about those last moments with his friend. And now Daniel wasn't answering his phone. He was entirely off-grid. Even Neil Patel couldn’t find him. Cal would keep trying, just to say that he had. In truth, Daniel was a different breed. No amount of trying on Cal's part was really going to help.

      Cal had been through his own lifetime of pain, and throughout it all, Daniel had always waited on the sidelines for him. He vowed to do the same.

      Brothers. In war. In peace. In life.

      Liberty gave a single lick to his cheek. Cal chuckled. She wasn't the only one glad to be headed home. The trip had left a sour taste in his mouth. Nothing about this surveillance operation had gone right. He needed a real vacation. One that didn’t involve crocodiles.

      The cab driver got into his seat and started the engine.

      "To the airport, please," Cal said in Spanish. At least he’d learned a few words while in Costa Rica.

      As the cab driver nodded and sped down the neighborhood street, Cal never once saw the eyes watching him go.
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      HOWARD PRESCOTT

      "He's going to make a pretty penny.” Pablo jabbed a thumb toward the departing real estate agent.

      “It’s what they do,” Prescott said as Pablo got into the car. "Did you get it?"

      Pablo reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. "It's all right here. I nabbed it before the Chinese got there." He handed the phone to Prescott. "I'm sorry about your son. I know that's not how you wanted things to play out."

      Prescott shook his head. "It's probably better this way. Jeffrey was . . . just not good. You know that better than most. I feel bad, Pablo."

      Pablo looked at him with sympathy. "Why is that?"

      "Well, after all, I was the one who arranged Jeffrey's post in Costa Rica."

      "You'll remember it was my suggestion," Pablo said.

      "I was drunk at that Green Beret reunion. I talked too much. I basically led you into it."

      "We were both drunk, as I recall."

      Howard shook his head. "I looked at you and said, 'Now there's a guy who knows what it's all about.' We both cut our teeth the same way—me in the jungles of Nam, you in South and Central America fighting the drug lords. And both of us worked our way to the top of our respective ladders, one rung at a time."

      "One rung at a time," Pablo repeated.

      Howard smiled. "'I'll keep an eye on him, sir.' That’s what you said. That was the last time you ever called me sir."

      Pablo laughed. "If you want, we can start that up again."

      Howard shook his head. "Too many memories."

      Pablo sobered. "America needs us, Howard."

      "I know."

      "The CIA . . ."

      Howard nodded. "Too much interest in political compliance and not enough in national gain."

      "That’s what I've always said."

      "She'll be number one again, Pablo."

      "America? We'll make sure of it."

      Howard looked at the phone he'd been given. "Have you confirmed how many of them there were?"

      "Just over a thousand."

      Howard whistled. "A thousand?"

      "Yep." Pablo said. "All trained personally by Marty Hu on his little Costa Rican island. They are in deep cover, spread all across America like a disease—an infestation. I’ll give you a list of all the corporations they’ve infiltrated. The known ones, at least. It’s a doozy. I know they also want into the IRS, treasury, and White House. Saw it on Hu’s wish list. For all we know, he’s already got people on their way there.”

      Pablo took a heavy breath, his face grim, and continued, “Consider yourself lucky you found the one in Prescott Technologies. I think most of them are going to be much harder to suss out."

      "David the engineer," Prescott said, suppressing a cringe as he remembered David's fate: squeezed for information, then reduced to bone fragments and ash. He’d already been buried in the footers of the latest Prescott office building.

      “What are you going to do?" Pablo asked.

      Howard sucked his teeth. "Well, for starters, I'm going to unearth every un-American who handles money in the States—CEOs, CFOs, controllers, you name it—and I'm going to squeeze the damn life out of them." He looked at Pablo. "I'm going to take every penny they have."

      "Very good." Pablo looked out the window. "Ah, this is my stop."

      "It's all arranged, then?" Howard said as the car came to a halt.

      "It is."

      Prescott shook the man's hand. "I'll be in touch when I get to Washington."

      As the car sped off to his destination, Howard poured himself a stiff Scotch from the limo's wet bar. He savored the drink as he laid out his plans. It was Pablo's job to recruit more willing patriots. It was Prescott’s job to find Hu’s operatives and cleanse them from the country he loved.

      No more chickenshit. Now was the time to get dirty.

      After putting his life, career, and son on the line for his country multiple times, Howard Prescott would not tolerate anything but an overwhelming victory.

      It would take time. That was okay. Howard Prescott was a patient man, and he knew the rewards would be worth it.

      America would retain her greatness.
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      GENERAL HU

      General Marty Hu leaned back on the military cot and closed his eyes, certain that a nice, restful sleep would follow. By now, the Chairman's people had probably found the most important asset he owned—his phone. Not the one that made calls, but the one that controlled everything. That was his bargaining chip. Because while the Americans chose to focus on their next midterm election, the Chinese looked hundreds of years into the future. Like it or not, Marty Hu was the future.

      Until they decided his fate, he would stay under house arrest. He could deal with that. And when they came calling, he’d be ready. Sure, his dreams of becoming a billionaire were gone—for now—but at least he would live on to pursue his second favorite vision. He had no doubt in his mind that the Chinese government would sanction the project and ask him to lead the charge once they knew about it.

      Marty closed his eyes and imagined an immense theater, every seat taken. It was a good way to visualize what a thousand people looked like. The faces in the crowd stared at him with awe and admiration. He smiled and waved to them. They cheered, filling his heart with joy. They were his children.

      He'd trained every one of them to assimilate into American life, and they had made him proud. They’d gone on to play local sports, act in school plays, apply for membership at golf clubs, lead Girl Scout troops, organize community service projects, and volunteer at food pantries. He had created good, wholesome, giving American citizens.

      And now he had one thousand deep-cover operatives infiltrating America from sea to shining sea, ready to be used at any time. He’d given them the good life in exchange for loyal service.

      Sleeping giant, my ass. I'm the sleeping giant!

      Marty laughed out loud at his own joke, and then he laughed out loud again as he thought about how his plan, including what he'd built in Costa Rica, had all been inspired by a novel: The Charm School by Nelson DeMille.

      In college, Marty had obsessed over the book. He’d been fascinated by the concept of the Soviets training deep-cover operatives to live inside America—so fascinated that he’d decided to try it himself. Yes, the Chinese had kept spies in America for many years, but Marty's play was more calculated, more advanced. He hadn’t wanted to share his operatives with the Chinese government just yet—he’d wanted to wait until he could negotiate a deal that would make him rich—but this would have to do.

      He took a deep breath and pictured his home. He would have to make sure they allowed him to keep up his workout regimen. He'd worked too hard to lose it now. He resolved then and there to do no fewer than five hundred push-ups, two hundred and fifty squats, and as many crunches as he could bear each day. Sound mind, sound body.

      Marty cozied himself into his cot. He needed rest if he wanted to face the Chairman with humility and strength. He was almost asleep when he heard a hollow click. He opened his eyes, but he couldn’t see anything in the dim light of the makeshift cell. He closed his eyes again.

      An acrid smell hit his nose, and his eyes flashed open once more. Something dark crept up his legs. He kicked at it to prove he was imagining things. The billowing figure ignored him and continued climbing. He sat up, and discovered it was not a figure at all, but a midnight fog—a black mist. It covered his torso and crept up to his neck.

      He filled his lungs to scream, but the putrid air sent him into a coughing fit.

      Were they burning him alive?

      He needed to get out. Something tripped him as he ran for the door. When he tried to stand, an arm wrapped tightly around his neck and pushed him back down. He kicked and clawed to no avail. His hands went to his neck, but the arm was taut and unyielding. He tried to fight back with all the strength he’d worked so hard to build, but his muscles burned with the lack of oxygen. Just as the light began to flicker in his head, a voice whispered in his ear.

      "Uncle Sam says hello," said the voice. It was familiar—light and teasing.

      Marty Hu barely felt it when the final tug came, snapping his neck.

      His lifeless body fell to the floor.
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      MATTHEW WILCOX

      Matthew Wilcox readjusted his gas mask and took one last look at the body that was already going cold on the floor.

      When he exited the room, he found Lena searching the bodies of the squad they’d dispatched on the way in. He took off his gas mask and grinned at her.

      "Ding-dong! The witch is dead."

      "You're such a child," Lena said, standing. "Well, that's it. These guys are clean."

      "As clean as my underwear. Hey, what do you say to a month in Tokyo? I've always wanted to meet the Yakuza."

      "I want to make sure Daniel's okay," Lena said.

      "How about some skiing in Colorado?"

      "Did you hear what I said?"

      "Yes, yes, Daniel blah blah blah. I get it—you're one of Briggs's prigs. But he'll be fine."

      "He's not fine," Lena said.

      Wilcox rubbed the side of his face that was still swollen from his scuffle with Daniel Briggs. "Yeah, I walloped him good a couple of times there. Okay, maybe he's not fine now, but he will be."

      "I’m not worried about his wounds from your fight. He's had worse."

      Matthew’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened in feigned shock. He put a hand to his forehead. "My word! How utterly surprising!” He cut the bit. “We'll check in on him. I promise."

      "You promise?"

      "Cross my heart and hope to die," Wilcox said, following the words with the gesture, then kissing his fingers and holding them in the air.

      "Fine," Lena said. "Then I vote for Colorado. I miss the cold."

      "Yippee," Wilcox said, clapping his hands together.

      He knew he didn't control her, and that was fine by him. This was the most fun he'd had in his lifetime. She understood him, and she was always ready for his next crazy idea. Every adventure together was like a trip to Disney World with your best friend.

      Wilcox felt like skipping, but he didn't. They took their time and slowly faded away into the night, leaving only the slight trace of black mist in their wake.
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      LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

      The desert wind kicked up, blowing dust into his eyes. He shielded his vision and made his way across the street, through the parking lot with the overgrown weeds and into the side door of Saint Ignatius Catholic Church. He did not go up toward the sanctuary. Instead, he climbed down to the basement. The familiar smell of stale coffee and cigarette smoke greeted him. Still the same, he thought. He wondered if he would recognize a single soul.

      He found a seat at the back of the room just as the meeting began. The usual particulars were read by a middle-aged man who looked like a doctor. Yes, definitely a doctor.

      He scanned the room and saw the normal assortment, some with long hair and overgrown beards, others fresh-faced and eager. A few whispered and laughed. One woman was in tears, and she kept dabbing her nose with a dirty handkerchief. The man next to her held out a tissue, just in case.

      When the welcome was complete, they started at the front of the room. Everyone introduced themselves. Some were hesitant, but most were confident. The confident ones sounded as if they were reciting rehearsed lines.

      Now it was his turn. And for the first time in many years, he spoke up, recognizing the voice that came out as that of a tired, old friend.

      "My name is Daniel Briggs, and I am an alcoholic."
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            A LETTER TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      You’re probably wondering what just happened. You’re probably saying, “What the heck did you do to Daniel?”

      I know. I asked the same thing. Only, I didn’t make it happen. Daniel did. He showed me (somewhere around halfway through writing his novel) that he suffered. From what, I don’t know.

      From his spinoff novels like ADRIFT we remember where he came from, his battles with demons both inside and out. He had problems. The Beast stirred. We thought he put that past him. We thought he found an everlasting answer. He didn’t.

      Here’s the thing: if you’re an alcoholic, addict, etc. . . you never really put that behind you. I should know. As of this writing I’ve stacked up a few twenty-four hours of sobriety (in case you hadn’t figured that out, go back to Daniel’s books and watch as write about addiction before I new I was an alcoholic). It ain’t always easy. And it ain’t always pretty. It takes work. There is no magic pill, at least not for me, and apparently not for Daniel.

      In upcoming novels we’ll see where his path travels. Though we’ve come to know him as the perfect warrior monk, can there really be such a thing? If you’ve been around me for any length of time you know that I stay as grounded in reality as I can. That means we take sharp lefts and careening rights. It means life’s challenges kick us in teeth whether we want them to or not. I like to write about that stuff because it’s real, it’s what makes us human and whole.

      So what do we do?

      We keep moving. We keep working. We keep striving to be the best version of ourselves. We help each other.

      Turns out that’s what Daniel needs to do. It won’t be easy for him just like it’s never easy for the rest of us. But if there’s one thing we know about Daniel it’s that he never gives up. Ever.

      Hold on to your seat, reader. I’ve got too many ideas in my head to count. That means more stories, more twists and turns, and more chances for our favorites characters to fall down and get back up again. And of course, more Daniel Briggs.

      Are you ready?

      I am :)

      

      Much love to you and yours,

      C. G. Cooper

      January 2023
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